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Best practice and evidence-based practice have become familiar terms in ECCD both
in North America and around the world. However, when one looks beneath the
surface to determine how these concepts are determined or constructed, questions
arise about the degree to which Indigenous Peoples are represented in these
determinations and in subsequent findings. The authors explore these terms from an
Indigenous perspective and discuss implications for service providers.

Over the last few years, the terms best practice and evidence-based practice’
have become increasingly popular in the early childhood intervention
(ECI) research literature. At the same time a clear and consistently used
definition of what best practice or evidence-based practice mean to In-
digenous populations in the United States and elsewhere remains incon-
sistent (Cannella, 1997; Dahlberg, Moss, & Pence, 1999). Most ECI research
has primarily considered only the childrearing values, attitudes, practices,
and norms of the dominant white, Anglo-Saxon, middle-class culture to be
best practice (Garcia Coll & Meyer, 1993). Using the dominant world
behaviors as the normative standard has been a disservice both to scien-
tific inquiry and to the interests of populations of color in several ways
(Garcfa Coll & Meyer, 1993).

Generally, most ECI theoretical approaches suggest that the more
proximal a person is to an intervention program, the more powerful is the
effect (Bronfenbrenner, 1985). It is our observation that such statements
hamper our ability to understand how ECI programs affect Indigenous
populations, because time is often not viewed as linear, that is, time is not
considered proximal or distal as defined in the dominant world ECI litera-
ture. Why is the concept of time important? One reason is key: The
dominant world ECI research literature uses a universal principle of time:
past, present, and future. Many Indigenous communities do not regard
these concepts in this way. This has resulted in minority groups being
compared with dominant world groups on the concepts of time, with the
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minority populations repeatedly presumed to be aberrant in their world
view. Through the process of comparing and contrasting diverse popula-
tions with Anglo experiences, minority populations’ early childhood
traditions have generally been considered as less than best practice (Garcia
Coll & Magnuson, 2000). This article addresses the effect of the terms best
practice and evidence-based practice related to ECI and Indigenous popula-
tions.

This article has five sections. In the first we discuss the concepts of best
practice and evidence-based practice in early childhood programs in the con-
text of both the formal early childhood research and Indigenous com-
munities. For this article formal early childhood research is defined as
university-led evaluation studies that assess the extent of implementation
and effect of a specific program or project. Our emphasis is on Indigenous
children of preschool age. The reasons for excluding Indigenous children
in early childhood interventions and research are discussed in the second
section. In the third section we review advances in knowledge about the
effectiveness of formal research-based early childhood programs (other
than Head Start and Follow Through programs) that are considered to be
best practice and evidence-based and discuss their implications for prac-
tice with Indigenous children. In this section we highlight the gap that
exists in research in terms of Indigenous children and formal ECI research
and discuss the importance of postmodern constructs of research. In the
fourth section we discuss the need to reexamine the applicability of the
major theoretical models that are commonly used in the implementation
of early childhood programs. The final section provides direction for fu-
ture ECI research with Indigenous communities. Given that the early
childhood programs reviewed do not have an informal child care com-
ponent (e.g., extended family members acting as child care providers), we
cannot review such arrangements although they are common in In-
digenous communities.

Defining Early Childhood Research

Early childhood intervention is a general descriptor for a wide variety of
programs. Most often it is defined as multidisciplinary services provided
to developmentally vulnerable or disabled children from birth to age 5 and
their families (Kamerman, 2001). Early childhood intervention is based on
the assumption that early educational and social enrichment can compen-
sate for disadvantages brought about by poverty and its associated
problems (Ramey & Ramey, 1992; Reynolds, 2000; Zigler & Berman, 1983).
It is assumed that with increased availability of early child, family, and
health services, the gap in performance between poor children and their
more economically advantaged peers may be narrowed significantly, ena-
bling them to start school more ready to learn.

The postulation that socioenvironmental risks could be compensated
for was a primary rationale for many programs in the US’s War on Pover-
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ty, including early childhood programs (Reynolds, 2000). Although child
poverty in the US has decreased slightly in the last few years (22% in 2005
vs. 24% in 1990), for Indigenous children the figure remains significantly
higher: over 32% (US Census Bureau, 2006). Children who are poor during
the early school years are more likely to have problems completing school
and to score lower on measures of health, cognitive development, school
achievement, and emotional well-being than children in higher-income
families (Duncan & Brooks-Gunn, 1997). More specifically, Indigenous
youth in the US enter kindergarten with significantly lower reading, math-
ematics, and general knowledge achievement scores than other students
and are at greater risk of school dropout (Burns & Patton, 2000; Demmert,
2004).

From the beginning, early childhood interventions emphasized com-
prehensive services-center-based early education, multifaceted family
participation (i.e., training, education oversight), and physical health and
nutrition services (Niles, 2004; Niles, Reynolds, & Nagasawa, 2006;
Reynolds, 2000, 2002). This whole child philosophy remains today
(Reynolds, 2000; Zigler, 1994). There is now consensus among early child-
hood educators and analysts that the primary goal of early childhood
intervention is social competence (Comer, 1993; Dryfoos, 1990; McLoyd,
1998; Reynolds, 2000; Weissberg & Greenberg, 1998; Wilson, 1987). This
can be defined generally as everyday effectiveness in meeting family,
school, and individual responsibilities (Niles; Niles et al.; Reynolds, 2000,
2002; Zigler). Zigler, one of the developers of Head Start and a leading
developmental researcher, has identified four components of social com-
petence: (a) physical health and nutrition; (b) cognitive ability (e.g., as
measured by IQ tests); (c) school performance and achievement; and (d)
social psychological development (e.g., motivation, self-esteem, attitudes;
Reynolds). We could also add family outcomes (e.g., parent-child rela-
tions, parent involvement) although these are usually viewed as secon-
dary to children’s outcomes (Reynolds; Zigler).

QOutcomes should also include how culture affects, or does not, the
development of young children in Indigenous communities. Culture in-
fluences every aspect of human development and is reflected in childrear-
ing beliefs and practices designed to promote healthy adjustment
(Guralnick, 1998; Shonkoff & Meisels, 2000). The influence of culture on
the rearing of Indigenous children should be a fundamental basis for any
early childhood intervention in Indigenous communities. Culture in these
unique communities encompasses historical and iconographic values,
aspirations, expectations, and practices. Understanding this realm of in-
fluence is central to efforts to understand the nature of the Indigenous
peoples’ lifespan experience, what shapes it, and how young [Indigenous]
children and the culture in which ECI programs are embedded jointly
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influence each other over the course of development (Guralnick; Shonkoff
& Meisels; Smith, 1999).

What is Best Practice and Evidence-Based Practice

in Early Childhood Research?
From the perspective of policymakers, researchers, and most practitioners,
the terms best practice and evidence-based practice are typically derived from
formal research studies that demonstrate empirical results (Barnett, 1998;
Currie, 2001; Evans, McDonald, & Nyce, 1999; Haig-Brown, 1995). This is
especially true of ECI programs that target disadvantaged children
(Reynolds, 2000). Consistent with this, many Indigenous communities are
interested in implementing what the dominant world early childhood
research literature has deemed to be a best practice or evidence-based
early childhood intervention (Demmert, 1995, 2004). It is not surprising
that this is the case. Numerous studies have provided compelling evi-
dence that relatively good programs have meaningful short- and longer-
term positive effects on cognitive ability, school achievement, and social
adjustment (Barnett; Currie; Karoly et al., 1998; Niles, 2004; Niles et al.,
2006; Reynolds, 2000, 2002; Reynolds, Temple, Robertson, & Mann, 2001;
van IJzendoorn, 1998).

The positive effects of early childhood intervention on improved devel-
opmental outcomes in adolescence and beyond also are well documented
(Ou & Reynolds, 2006; Ramey & Ramey, 1998; Reynolds, 2000; Reynolds et
al., 2001; Reynolds & Temple, 2005; Schweinhart et al., 2005; Schweinhart
& Weikart, 1993). Participants in the High /Scope Perry Preschool Program
were found to have higher rates of high school graduation (67% vs. 49% at
age 19; 71% vs. 54% at age 27; Schweinhart & Weikart). Participation in the
Abecedarian Preschool Project was found to be associated with a higher
rate of attending four-year college (36% vs. 14%) and more years of educa-
tion at age 21 (Ramey & Ramey). Similar results were found in the best-
documented large-scale public early childhood program, the Chicago
Child-Parent Center (CPC) Preschool Program. Participants in the CPC
preschool program demonstrate higher rates of school completion than
those in the comparison group (49.7% vs. 38.5% at age 20; 65.8% vs. 54.2%
at age 22) and more years of education (Reynolds & Temple). These three
programs, because of their extensive research findings and longitudinal
designs, are often considered best practice and evidence-based. As much
as these studies demonstrate that a variety of programs can be and are
effective even in the longer term, they also provide a significant limitation
as to their use in Indigenous communities because no Indigenous children
were included in the original program sample (Ramey & Ramey, 1992;
Reynolds; Schweinhart et al.; Schweinhart & Weikart). As a result, these
programs provide little support that they should be considered either best
practice or evidence-based models for Indigenous communities.
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Although the above three internationally known ECI programs are
used to illustrate the limitations in longitudinal early childhood research
on Indigenous children, we could have used the hundreds of other early
childhood programs that have shown positive empirical results (e.g.,
Houston Parent-Child Development Center, Syracuse Family Develop-
ment Research Program, Infant Health and Development Project, and the
Elmira Prenatal/Early Infancy Project). Consistent with the three above-
mentioned programs, nor were Indigenous children part of the original
samples of these four programs. Despite this, researchers and policy-
makers have targeted Indigenous children as a population that could
benefit from such programs (Fayden, 1997).

In contrast to the empirically based best practice and the research
evidence noted by the early childhood programs referenced above, in
many Indigenous communities best practice is more complex than reading
and math levels. The social roles in Indigenous communities are multi-
faceted. Personal strength is derived from knowing one’s culture, the basis
for identity. Identity is strongly associated with family roles, relationships,
and responsibilities (Paranjpe, 1998; Smith, 1999). In many Indigenous
communities best practice involves gaining an understanding of identity-
formation and the transmission of cultural history. This is more than
history: it is the transmission of knowledge from one generation to another
through, for example, storytelling, performing arts, visual arts, and daily
activities of life. The concept underlying the words for the next seven gener-
ations is relatively common among Indigenous communities (Paranjpe;
Smith). It often refers to the idea that individual decisions can affect the
survival of the tribe for the next seven generations, thereby implying an
eternal responsibility.

Indeed, working with Indigenous communities requires knowledge of
what it means to be part of an Indigenous population (Cannella, 1997;
Dahlberg et al., 1999; Greenwood & Fraser, 2006). Best practices in In-
digenous communities also require incorporating the Native language,
ceremonies, stories, dances, and art into their early childhood program
curriculum (Cannella; Dahlberg et al.; Greenwood & Fraser; Smith, 1999).
For reasons outlined below, these cultural components are almost nonex-
istent in the formal evidence-based early childhood research literature.

Owerview of the Broader Early Childhood Research
Hundreds of demonstration studies and large-scale early childhood pro-
grams now exist in the US, and as indicated above, many provide strong
evidence that relatively good programs have meaningful short- and
longer-term effects on cognitive ability, school achievement, and social
adjustment (Barnett, 1998; Currie, 2001; Karoly et al., 1998; Niles, 2004;
Niles et al., 2006; Reynolds, 2000, 2002; van IJzendoorn, 1998). To give a
general overview of this sizeable research literature, we conducted a
review of the best-known early childhood programs cited in the literature,
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with a special focus on evidence relating to Indigenous children and
longitudinal outcomes (see Table 1). The programs are ordered chrono-
logically to provide a sense of how the field of early childhood research
has evolved. There are two reasons for examining these programs. First,
they have made substantial contributions to the understanding of the
effects of early intervention on long- and short-term outcomes and are
often cited as being best practice. Second, they represent a range of quality
programs with differing program designs (i.e., model vs. large-scale),
which provides sufficient variation in reported outcomes (Karoly et al.,
1998; Karoly, Kilburn, Bigelow, Caulkins, & Cannon, 2001; Reynolds, 2000;
Yoshikowa, 1995; Zigler, 1994).

This review led to three immediate conclusions. First, Indigenous
children are absent from formal early childhood research studies and
programs. As documented in Table 2, Indigenous children are systemati-
cally excluded in even the best-known early childhood programs in the
US. Second, no longitudinal research in the literature relates to the success
of Indigenous children. This is a critical point as many in the early
childhood field remain committed to implementing early childhood pro-
grams with Indigenous communities based on these formal research
studies and programs, even with limited or no evidence that Indigenous
children would experience similar results (Cannella, 1997; Dahlberg et al.,
1999; Smith, 1999). Third, contemporary research on ECI programs con-
tinues to be primarily based on fixed and measurable outcomes (Dahlberg
et al.; Greenwood & Fraser, 2006; Smith). This view of the social world is
based on the conventional opinion found in contemporary early
childhood research that hypothesizes that all human beings develop
through the same measurable process and that research is value-free. The
influence of this ethos in early childhood intervention is evident today in
the enduring definitions of good evidence, best practices, and theories of child
development that ignore the heterogeneity of cultural heritage.

Reasons for Excluding Indigenous Children in Early Childhood
Interventions and Research
Although there is substantial support for longer-term positive effects of
early intervention on children’s development, especially for school and
social competence, no longitudinal studies have examined the success of
Indigenous children. There are six key reasons for this gap in the research
literature. First, because of the success of early intervention programs,
many remain committed to implementing early childhood programs in
Indigenous communities; however, they have not developed a mutual and
long-term relationship with Indigenous communities (Kirkness, 1986;
Kirkness & Barnhardt, 1991; Leavitt, 1995; Lockhart, 1982; Mackay &
Myles, 1995). As a result, such programs have not been culturally tailored
and can be met with skepticism in Indigenous communities because of the
colonization efforts that continue (Mackay & Myles, 1995). Second, formal
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Table 1
Most Frequently Cited ECI Programs

Program Type Age at Last Number of
Follow-Up Citations

High/Scope Perry Preschool Program Model 40 21
Carolina Abecedarian Project Model 21 18
Houston Parent-Child Development Center Model 11 14
Yale Child Welfare Research Program Model 14 10
Chicago Child-Parent Centers Large Scale 24 17
Milwaukee Project Model 14 8
Syracuse Family Development Program Model 15 8
Early Training Project Model 20 6
Consortium for Longitudinal Studies Model 27 6
Philadelphia Project Model 18 6
Infant and Health Development Program Model 8 6
Educational Testing Service Head Start Study Large Scale 8 5
New Haven Follow-Through Study Large Scale 9 5
Elmira Prenatal/Early Infancy Project Model 17 7
Harlem Training Project Model 12 4
University of Rochester Nurse Home

Visiting Program Model 4 4
Gordon Parent Education Program Model 10 3
New York State Experimental Pre-Kindergarten Large Scale 8 3
PSID Head Start Longitudinal Study Large Scale 25 3

research on ECI programs has often ignored the culturally conditioned
values and practices of those who are the intended targets of such pro-
grams (Dahlberg et al.,, 1999). Many Indigenous communities have ex-
pressed concern about the lack of use of their traditional values in both the
process and the outcomes of research. In their seminal book Beyond Quality
in Early Childhood Education and Care: Postmodern Perspectives, Dahlberg et
al. describe these concerns as: (a) mainstream, Euro-Western instructional
methods [that] often do not fit the learning styles, interests, or needs of
Indigenous children; and (b) the predominantly Euro-Western definition
of what is established as a best practice or an evidence-based program
perpetuates the colonial, assimilationist effects of education on Indigenous
children (Kirkness; Kirkness & Barnhardt). These concerns are supported
by many Indigenous educators (Archibald, 1995; Armstrong, Kennedy, &
Oberle, 1990; Barber, 1986; Battiste, 1997; Dahlberg et al., 1999; Kirkness,
1986; Kirkness & Barnhardt, 1991; Leavitt, 1995; Lockhart, 1982; Mackay &
Myles, 1995). We acknowledge that not all Indigenous peoples experience
the same level of colonization, and as a result universal experiences related
to best practices or evidence-based practices as defined in the dominant
ECI research cannot (and should not) be generalized to all Indigenous
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Table 2
Indigenous Children in Most Frequently Cited Early Childhood Intervention
Programs

Program Type Al in Sample Longitudinal
Follow-Up

High/Scope Perry Preschool Program Model No Yes
Carolina Abecedarian Project Model No Yes
Houston Parent-Child Development Center Model No Yes
Yale Child Welfare Research Program Model No Yes
Chicago Child-Parent Centers Large Scale  No Yes
Milwaukee Project Model No Yes
Syracuse Family Development Program Model No Yes
Early Training Project Model No Yes
Consortium for Longitudinal Studies Model No Yes
Philadelphia Project Model No Yes
Infant and Health Development Program Model No Yes
Educational Testing Service Head Start Study Large Scale  No Yes
New Haven Follow-Through Study Large Scale  No Yes
Elmira Prenatal/Early Infancy Project Model No Yes
Harlem Training Project Model No Yes
University of Rochester Nurse Home

Visiting Program Model No Yes
Gordon Parent Education Program Model No Yes
New York State Experimental Pre-Kindergarten Large Scale  No Yes
PSID Head Start Longitudinal Study Large Scale  No Yes

peoples. In fact some best practices are helpful when taken in the context
of the Indigenous community values. The concept of developmentally
appropriate activities and high levels of parent involvement are two ex-
amples. However, despite this acknowledgement, the values and world
views of the dominant research remains a powerful deterrent for any
meaningful participation in the research process (Smith, 1999).

Third, Indigenous children bring aspects of their unique culture and
background into early childhood programs (Archibald, 1995; Armstrong
et al., 1990; Barber, 1986; Battiste, 1997; Demmert, 1994, 1995, 2004). In-
digenous children also vary by ancestral affiliations and across the cultural
norms that affect the environments in which they live. Thus research must
take into account the unique cultural characteristics of children and
families and the goals and values of the local communities. This is not
easily done in mainstream research. In its current state, the research on
services for Indigenous children relies heavily on qualitative methods,
including personal histories and ethnographic techniques.

Fourth, because of the heterogeneity of diverse Indigenous com-
munities, each with its own distinct history, language, culture, and social
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organization, qualitative approaches can and do provide a wealth of
detail. However, they also suffer from small sample sizes and often take
considerably more time and effort than many who conduct formal re-
search care to expend (Archibald, 1995; Armstrong et al., 1990; Demmert,
1995, 2004).

Fifth, many large-scale research and evaluation activities of early child-
hood programs exclude tribal programs from the population eligible for
inclusion in research (Dahlberg et al., 1999). This is done in part because of
methodological issues raised by the unique circumstances of tribal pro-
grams and in part because legislative mandates have specifically excluded
tribal programs from specific research and evaluation activities (e.g.,
643A(g)(4) of the Early Childhood Programs Authorization Act legislated
in the US; Archibald, 1995; Armstrong et al., 1990; Barber, 1986; Battiste,
1997; Kirkness, 1986; Kirkness & Barnhardt, 1991; Leavitt, 1995; Lockhart,
1982; Mackay & Myles, 1995).

Finally, issues in gaining tribal acceptance and permission to conduct
research have combined with limited financial support to produce the
current situation of inadequate research-based early childhood informa-
tion about Indigenous children (Dahlberg et al., 1999; Demmert, 2004;
McCarty, Wallace, Lynch, & Benally, 1991). Moreover, studies that are
considered more general for the Indigenous population tend to draw on
urban populations and do not generally segment findings according to
tribal affiliation (Cannella, 1997; Dahlberg et al.).

Theoretical Models of Research in Early Childhood Intervention
The conceptual models most commonly used in ECI programs are ecologi-
cal systems theory and risk and resilience theory. These are discussed
below, and a new theory—cultural compatibility theory—is introduced as
a theoretical model for the implementation of early childhood programs
with Indigenous communities.

Ecological Systems Theory

Ecological systems theory (Bronfenbrenner, 1985, Reynolds, 2000)
specifies that outcomes of development are substantially affected by the
social contexts, both proximal and distal, in which children are embedded.
An ecological perspective emphasizes the importance of extrafamilial con-
texts as they influence family and individual functioning. As mentioned
above, most evidence-based research has been on white, middle-class,
two-parent families, a trend that has sharply restricted an understanding
of how relationships vary across Indigenous populations and how In-
digenous communities located in rural areas interact (Shonkoff & Meisels,
2000). A more ecologically valid approach in collaborating with Indig-
enous communities would be to place greater emphasis on the diversity of
tribes and those unique tribal elements (e.g., language and ceremonies)
that can shape programs in these communities.
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Risk and Resilience Theory

The concepts of risk and resilience are the cornerstones of risk and
resilience theory, and many comprehensive reviews have identified risk
and protective factors for ethnic minority populations (Hawkins,
Catalano, & Miller, 1992; Oetting, Edwards, Kelly, & Beauvais, 1997; Stein-
berg, 1991). However, five critical differences between the Eurocentric
early childhood literature and how the terms risk and resilience apply to
Indigenous communities are worth noting.

First, risk in Indigenous communities is not well defined. Typically, risk
factors are environmental stressors or conditions that increase the likeli-
hood that a child will experience poor overall adjustment or negative
outcomes in particular areas such as physical health, mental health,
academic achievement, or social adjustment (Hawkins et al., 1992; Oetting
et al., 1997; Steinberg, 1991). Commonly identified risk factors include
traumatic life events (such as the death of a parent), socioeconomic disad-
vantages, family conflict, chronic exposure to violence, and serious in-
dividual and community problems such as substance abuse, criminality,
or mental illness (Kaplan, 1999). Growing up in poverty is a particular
concern because it encompasses a host of specific risks to children such as
limited access to health care, economic stresses on the family, increased
exposure to environmental hazards, and limited opportunities for
employment (Kaplan). Whether these can be applied to Indigenous popu-
lations needs further exploration.

A second limitation of this theoretical approach as applied to Indig-
enous communities is that the study of risk and resilience tends to take a
broader view, focusing on larger issues of adjustment and adaptation
rather than on specific developmental milestones in isolation from other
aspects of development (Kaplan, 1999).

Third, most ECI models are intuitive, use a logical framework, and
incorporate a similar language for conceptualizing and addressing child
developmental problems. As a result, perhaps the most important limita-
tion of the risk and resilience approach in ECI programs is that although a
fairly substantial research-based literature has emerged in the past 20
years that has identified numerous risk and protective factors related to
common developmental problems, there is little information about how
such risk and protective factors affect Indigenous populations (Hawkins et
al,, 1992).

A fourth limitation of this approach is that it tends to be deficit-
oriented, emphasizing problems (Benson, 1997; Pittman & Cahill, 1991)
and leading people to focus on what is wrong with youth rather than on
what is right. From an Indigenous perspective, this can be problematic
because of the potential to stigmatize these populations, continue coloniz-
ing efforts, undermine their motivation, or discourage them from becom-
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ing involved in developing ECI programs relevant to their unique com-
munity.

Finally, there is little recognition in the ECI literature that a hypothe-
sized risk or protective mechanism may not apply equally to all persons
within unique (e.g., Indigenous) populations. As O’Connor and Rutter
(1996) suggest, a risk mechanism may or not may apply to a subgroup of
at-risk populations, and a protective factor may be more effective for some
individuals (e.g., tribal members vs. non-tribal members) than for others.
If we accept Rutter’s (1987) supposition that protective processes are
linked to risk processes, then the dominant world literature must be more
thoughtful about the protective processes that occur naturally in Indig-
enous communities. Thus the need to redefine what these concepts mean
in Indigenous communities becomes all the more significant because both
theories largely ignore cultural aspects that are unique to Indigenous
communities.

Indigenous cultures prescribe how and when babies are fed, as well as
where and with whom they sleep (Guralnick, 1998; National Research
Council and Institute of Medicine, 2000; Shonkoff & Meisels, 2000). Cul-
ture affects the customary response to an infant’s crying and a toddler’s
temper tantrums. It sets the rules for discipline and expectations for devel-
opmental attainments. It influences how illness is treated and disability is
perceived. It approves certain arrangements for child care and disap-
proves others. In short, [the Indigenous community’s] culture “provides a
virtual how-to manual for rearing children and establishes role expecta-
tions for mothers, fathers, grandparents, older siblings, extended family
members, and friends” (National Research Council and Institute of
Medicine, p. 25). Given this complexity, the relative disregard for cultural
influences in traditional theoretical approaches in ECI programs for In-
digenous communities is astonishing.

Cultural Compatibility Theory

Contrary to the universal assumptions of the ecological systems theory
and risk and resilience theory that place the social world in a predictable,
foreseeable, and ordered manner, cultural compatibility theory is a new
nonlinear theoretical approach that can be applied with Indigenous com-
munities. This theory requires giving the Indigenous community a clear
and meaningful voice on how ECI programs may or may not fit with their
distinctive culture. The central principle of cultural compatibility theory is
congruence (Demmert, 2004). The more closely human interactions in the
school and classroom are aligned with those of the community, the more
likely it is that the goals of the school will be attained. Congruence can be
fostered more easily in Indigenous communities because unlike non-In-
digenous schools, many Indigenous communities have great latitude over
the design and implementation of programs and services. This allows for
culture and customs to be reinforced as is uniquely appropriate for the
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community. The reason that it is imperative to redefine best practice and
what constitutes evidence in Indigenous communities is not only ethical,
but also so that the continuity in school and home learning environ-
ments—the essence of congruence—may be encouraged (Demmert).

New Directions in Early Childhood Intervention Research
with Indigenous Communities

Researchers can take a number of new directions to reconceptualize the
terms best practice and evidence-based practice as they relate to Indigenous
ECI programs (Archibald, 1995; Armstrong et al., 1990; Barber, 1986; Bat-
tiste, 1997; Dahlberg et al., 1999; Kirkness, 1986; Kirkness & Barnhardt,
1991; Leavitt, 1995; Lockhart, 1982; Mackay & Myles, 1995). First, re-
searchers must consider the uniqueness of individual tribal communities
and that Indigenous tribes have the inherent authority to govern them-
selves through tribal sovereignty (Archibald; Armstrong et al.; Barber;
Battiste; Demmert, 2004). Contemporary research literature with In-
digenous populations clearly demonstrates that each community has its
own history, culture, traditions, and norms. Given this diversity, the idea
of conducting research aggregated across tribes to something that could be
considered the “Indigenous” experience would be misleading.

Recognition of tribal sovereignty is essential. For example, in the US
Indigenous programs operate through a government-to-government rela-
tionship with the federal government (Archibald, 1995; Armstrong et al.,
1990; Barber, 1986; Battiste, 1997, Demmert, 2004). Although this rela-
tionship is not always contentious, it remains a fact that researchers must
respect and attend to. This is a key point because it is unlikely that any
research would even be considered by Indigenous communities without
the advice and consent of community members.

Furthermore, relationships with Indigenous governments will also af-
fect research. Because most Indigenous governments are elected, changes
among office holders can shape the planning and implementation of In-
digenous early childhood programs (Archibald, 1995; Armstrong et al.,
1990; Barber, 1986; Battiste, 1997; Demmert, 2004). Changes among office
holders may also affect education personnel because some positions are
appointed by councils or elected leaders. In summary, any research agen-
da developed for Indigenous early childhood programs must recognize
tribal sovereignty and respect the uniqueness of individual tribal com-
munities. This recognition is often nonexistent in the formal early
childhood research literature.

A second point focuses on the need for cultural appropriateness, both
in conducting research and in serving Indigenous children. Cultural issues
must be addressed in developing research questions, methodologies, sam-
pling procedures, and data collection (Archibald, 1995; Armstrong et al.,
1990; Barber, 1986; Battiste, 1997, Demmert, 2004). Differences among
Indigenous groups must be acknowledged and respected in developing
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the methodology and conducting the research. Most important, tribal
communities must have a significant voice in designing and conducting
the research. The need to ensure cultural appropriateness is required in
designing and executing research studies in Indigenous settings. The in-
corporation of Native languages into children’s learning experiences is a
central principle of this cultural appropriateness. This is not easily ac-
complished, as many Indigenous teachers have lost their own Native
language skills (Armstrong et al.). In many Indigenous communities the
Native language has not been incorporated into the early childhood cur-
ricula. Instead the dominant world view of best practices takes the place of
the languages that are unique to these cultures.

Third, researchers should establish and follow appropriate dissemina-
tion procedures. Dissemination of research findings to Indigenous com-
munities should be planned with community representatives (Archibald,
1995; Armstrong et al., 1990; Barber, 1986; Battiste, 1997; Demmert, 2004;
Smith, 1999). Due to the colonization efforts that have existed and that
they continue to endure, Indigenous communities may be apprehensive
about what results are circulated outside the community. Inclusion of
tribal members in what will be disseminated, as well as the methods of
dissemination, needs to be a part of any research plan. As discussed in
detail by Dahlberg et al. (1999), most research on early childhood pro-
grams can be found in professional academic journals. However, many
additional authors also note that this dissemination method may not be
respected or even accessible to Indigenous communities (Kirkness, 1986;
Kirkness & Barnhardt, 1991; Leavitt, 1995; Lockhart, 1982; Mackay &
Myles, 1995; Smith, 1999). For future research involving Indigenous child-
ren, researchers should consider alternative ways of sharing findings such
as through community meetings, videos, and other settings. These meth-
ods would allow the tribal community to have immediate access to find-
ings and to use relevant information to help their children as they deem
appropriate.

The final point concerns the need to develop a forum for discussion
and sharing information to facilitate the development of research that is
consistent with tribal norms, values, and preferences (Archibald, 1995;
Armstrong et al., 1990; Barber, 1986; Battiste, 1997; Demmert, 2001; Smith,
1999). For example, researchers may encounter significant resistance to
experimental designs (or even quasi-experimental designs involving com-
parison groups) in that these methods may be rightfully construed as
another “experiment” on Indigenous individuals for the benefit of the
dominant world, not to mention the moral and ethical issues of such
research methodologies (Dahlberg et al., 1999; Kirkness, 1986; Kirkness &
Barnhardt, 1991; Leavitt, 1995; Lockhart, 1982; Mackay & Myles, 1995;
Smith). Communities may also be resistant to new interventions if they are
not developed with the full participation of Indigenous individuals and if
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there has not been a participatory process in making decisions about their
suitability (Dahlberg et al., 1999; Demmert, 1994, 1995, 2004). Certainly
many Indigenous communities strongly support research that will benefit
their children. However, any research that appears to be an experiment is
inappropriate and ultimately unethical (Demmert, 1994, 1995, 2001, 2004).
Given this, a nonintrusive research design (such as studies that use exist-
ing data) that is inclusive of community may be a better alternative.

Summary

Policymakers and the public have a strong interest in ensuring that early
childhood interventions are devised in a results-based accountability
paradigm that mandates that intervention programs be not only success-
ful but cost-effective (Niles et al., 2006). This frequently means that pro-
grams demonstrating a strong record of empirical research evidence are
considered both best practice and evidence based. It is our opinion that such
program models, most with no Indigenous children in their study sample,
are inappropriate to be considered as either in Indigenous communities.

We reviewed the best-known early childhood programs and studies
that are considered best practice and evidence based in the US and dis-
cussed their implications for practice with Indigenous children. Our find-
ings suggest that the most serious issue facing practitioners, researchers,
and policymakers who are interested in early childhood intervention with
Indigenous communities is that the terms best practice and evidence-based
practice—and how these apply if at all to Indigenous communities—are
misrepresented in the formal research literature (Dahlberg et al., 1999;
Greenwood & Fraser, 2006). The terms are often presented as being
universally applicable, but this is not the case for all children, particularly
Indigenous children; the reasons for this are discussed above. This chal-
lenge endures despite decades of calls from Indigenous communities
wishing to take part in culturally appropriate research activities. We also
found that understanding differences across and within Indigenous popu-
lations has remained largely outside the body of knowledge derived from
systematic, large-scale research on early childhood development.

By questioning the suitability of the terms best practice and evidence-
based practice in Indigenous communities, a more complete discussion of
what these concepts represent to Indigenous communities can be created
(Dahlberg et al., 1999; Greenwood & Fraser, 2006). This begins with accep-
tance on the part of the policymakers, researchers, and practitioners that
best practices in Indigenous communities should not be based solely on
programs that demonstrate empirical results. Such programs may or may
not be considered a best practice by the Indigenous communities. In-
clusiveness, mutual respect, and careful attention to the unique contrib-
utions of Indigenous communities remain the foundation for meaningful
collaboration between researchers and Indigenous populations (Dahlberg
etal,; Evans et al., 1999; Greenwood & Fraser, 2006; Haig-Brown, 1995).
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Note

Terms such as promoting development, school readiness, cost-effectiveness, and most common
of all best practice and evidence-based practice are commonly used in early childhood research
literature (Barnett, 1995, 1998; Currie, 2001; Dahlberg, Moss, & Pence, 1999; Karoly et al.,
1998; Niles, 2004; Niles, Reynolds, & Nagasawa, 2006; Reynolds, 2000, 2002; van
IJzendoorn, 1998; Zigler & Styfco, 1993).
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