










































































Our volunteers endeavour to embody PACE in every visit. Feedback from a volunteer survey
demonstrates how PACE shapes their relationships with children and young people:

Playfulness

Acceptance

Curiosity

Empathy

98% have fun spending time with their
child.
79% have observed children making
positive choices about how to spend their
time together.
95% join in and role model having fun
while learning.
34% have observed children
enthusiastically discussing books they’ve
read for fun.

97% allow the child to express emotions
freely, even when behaviours are
challenging.
99% celebrate every achievement, no
matter how small.
80% have observed increased self-
confidence.
60% have seen greater persistence and
reduced frustration when facing
challenges.

91% enquire about the child’s emotions
when they notice changes in mood.
98% intentionally ask about topics the
child is interested in.
63% have seen better problem-solving
skills.
71% have observed increased curiosity
and questioning during visits.

94% use empathy to understand a child’s
sadness or distress.
98% actively listen for the full duration of
their visit.
81% wait until the child has de-escalated
emotionally before discussing what’s on
their mind.

The impact of PACE is also reflected in feedback from foster carers:
Playfulness: 96% say the child has fun with their Pyjama Angel.
Acceptance: 80% have noticed positive changes in the child’s behaviour or confidence.
Curiosity in reading: 53% of children have been observed discussing books they enjoy, showing
growing interest and engagement in reading.
Empathy: 98% believe the child feels safe and supported by their Pyjama Angel.

Foster Carer Feedback

Through the PACE framework, The Pyjama Foundation empowers children in care to rebuild
trust, rediscover joy, and reimagine what’s possible. By connecting first through
relationships, our volunteers help children grow emotionally, socially, and academically —
one playful, accepting, curious, and empathetic moment at a time.
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Executive Summary The Project

Overview

The Pyjama Foundation established the Love of Learning 
program to support children living in out-of-home care 
(OOHC) by providing them with a volunteer mentor. This 
process evaluation reviewed the program’s design, 
systems, and processes, with a focus on how it supports 
children in OOHC through a child-centred and trauma-
informed approach.

Children in OOHC often experience trauma, including 
abuse and neglect, which can lead to negative emotional, 
behavioural, neurobiological, and social outcomes, as 
well as educational disadvantage. These experiences can 
place children in a chronic stress state, limiting their 
ability to engage safely in learning and relationships 
(Blaustein & Kinniburgh, 2019). The Love of Learning 
program addresses these challenges by fostering safe, 
consistent, and supportive mentoring relationships, using 
play-based and relational strategies to engage children in 
academic, recreational, and life-skill activities.

The evaluation was conducted in two phases, and this 
report focuses on the second phase; hearing children’s 
voices in the Love of Learning program. The findings of 
this phase of the evaluation highlighted three interrelated 
themes; relationships, recognition, and relevance, that 
were central to children’s experiences of the program.

 
Methods
This process evaluation used a child-led, reflective 
approach. Seven children participating in the Love of 
Learning program were invited to create a guidebook for 
new Pyjama Angels using journey mapping and empathy 
mapping techniques as well as develop persona images 
to represent their relationship with an imagined mentor. 
These creative exercises, supported by the research 
team, allowed children to reflect on and express their 
experiences of the program, including relationships, 
learning activities, and personal growth. Data were 
collected through written reflections, verbal discussions, 
and the visual persona exercises.

Purpose 

The Pyjama Foundation has engaged QUT to undertake a 
full evaluation of their Love of Learning program to identify 
the impact the program is making, identify ways to improve 
and increase impact and determine how to build 
organisational capacity to continue collecting impact data. 
The Love of Learning program is a mentoring program, 
partnering volunteers (Pyjama Angels) with a child or 
children living in out-of-home care (OOHC). The program 
is The Pyjama Foundation’s principal program which 
operates across Australia in Queensland, New South Wales, 
Victoria. The evaluation was conducted in two phases.

Phase one of this evaluation was conducted in 2022-
2023 (Knight et al., 2024) with QUT researchers using an 
appreciative enquiry approach to review the theory of 
change, design and approach of the Program. The report 
for phase one can be accessed here.

Phase one of the evaluation found that The Pyjama 
Foundation’s Love of Learning program is evidence-
based and operates within the child protection system to 
promote children’s wellbeing and a love of learning. Its 
distinctive approach involves matching committed 
volunteer mentors with OOHC children for long-term 
relationships, focusing on building safety, trust, and 
engagement in educational and social activities. Key 
effective features include the rigorous processes for 
recruiting, training, supporting, and retaining mentors, 
as well as the thoughtful matching process. 

Key findings

Children’s reflections highlighted three interconnected 
themes: relationships, recognition, and relevance. They 
consistently emphasised the importance of safe, trusting, 
and enjoyable relationships with their Pyjama Angels, 
which allowed them to engage more fully in learning and 
other activities. Children also valued Angels noticing and 
affirming their strengths, interests, and efforts, which 
contributed to confidence, motivation, and a sense of 
capability. Finally, children reported that activities were 
most engaging when child-led and connected to their 
interests and everyday experiences, including both 
academic and recreational tasks. These findings suggest 
that relational, supportive, and relevant approaches are 
central to children’s positive experiences of the program.

 
Implications

The Love of Learning program’s approach, combining 
relationship-building, recognition, and relevance, appears 
to support engagement, wellbeing, and learning for 
children in OOHC. While the findings are tentative due to 
the small sample, they provide practical insights for 
mentor training, program design, and future evaluation. 
Ongoing assessment and a formal outcomes evaluation 
will be important for establishing stronger evidence of the 
program’s impact on academic achievement, social-
emotional skills, and long-term life outcomes.

For funders and policy-makers, this evaluation highlights 
the potential of the Love of Learning program to reduce 
educational disadvantage, foster resilience, and promote 
wellbeing among children in OOHC. By investing in 
volunteer-led, trauma-aware, child-centred, and 
relationally focused mentoring programs, stakeholders 
can help support positive life trajectories for some of 
Australia’s most vulnerable children.

Phase two of this evaluation investigated the perspectives 
of children in OOHC on the Love of Learning program.  
As the beneficiaries of the program, it is vital to include 
the voices of children in the evaluation (Knight, & 
Kingston, 2021). The QUT research team used a co-
designed approach with children in OOHC to answer the 
following questions: 

How does the program create caring connections 
between Pyjama Angels and children?

How does the program improve children’s identity, 
self-efficacy and academic resilience?

How does the program develop and improve children’s 
attitude towards literacy (reading motivation)?

 
This project was conducted in 2025 with ethics approval 
from QUT’s ethics committee (approval number 6365). 
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Recognition

Individual recognition was identified as an important 
factor in the success of the Love of Learning program. 
Children reflected that their mentors consistently noticed 
and affirmed their unique strengths, interests, and efforts. 
This recognition helped them feel capable and valued, 
which in turn supported positive identity development 
and increased their motivation to learn. For children in 
out-of-home care (OOHC), who may have experienced 
disrupted attachments and a lack of consistent 
affirmation in their earlier lives, this recognition from a 
trusted adult can be transformative.

Children’s reflections during the workshop highlighted the 
power of recognition: they valued Pyjama Angels who 
listened to them, shared similar interests, provided 
encouragement, and supported them in areas where they 
struggled. As children explained, a mentor is “someone 
who is on your side”; who can “help with what you 
struggle with”; and who will “do things that you like.” 

The program explicitly positions the child as a unique 
individual. At the outset of the relationship, Angels focus 
on learning about the child’s likes, dislikes, thoughts, and 
feelings. This personalised approach is essential for 
fostering self-efficacy, the belief in one’s own ability to 
succeed in specific tasks. Children in OOHC often require 
additional support to develop self-efficacy, given the 
cumulative impact of trauma, instability, and disrupted 
schooling (Knight & Rossi,  2018). The encouragement 
and recognition provided by mentors help to strengthen 
children’s sense of capability and worth.

Reading motivation provides a useful example. Some 
children may begin the program already enjoying reading 
but needing support to progress, while others may be 
reluctant due to difficulty or lack of engaging material. 
When mentors listen, adapt, and affirm the child’s effort, 
such as finding books that match their interests or 

Relevance

Relevance emerged as another central theme in the 
children’s reflections on the Love of Learning program. 
Children consistently emphasised that learning and 
mentoring were most effective when activities were 
meaningful, connected to their own lives, and aligned 
with their interests.

Shared activities and interests were described as 
particularly important. When mentors engaged in fun, 
creative, and non-judgemental interactions that were led 
by the child, connections were strengthened, and trust 
deepened. These experiences not only supported 
relationship building, but also provided an important 
motivational foundation for academic and personal 
growth.

Choice was another important factor. Children explained 
that they were more motivated when they could select 
books, topics, or activities that reflected their own 
interests and preferences. This is consistent with research 
showing that autonomy and choice increase engagement 
and intrinsic motivation, particularly in literacy 
development (McGeown et al., 2020). For children in 
OOHC, who often experience limited control over major 
aspects of their lives, the opportunity to make choices in 
safe, supported contexts can also build agency and 
empowerment (CREATE Foundation, 2023).

Children also highlighted the importance of linking 
learning to real life. They explained that reading and 
academic activities were more meaningful when 
connected to practical skills and everyday relevance. For 
example, they described using reading to cook, complete 
homework, prepare for exams, or pursue hobbies. 
Similarly, children identified a broad range of recreational 
and life skill activities, from skateboarding, tennis, and 
bike riding to cooking and résumé writing, that they 
wanted to share with their Pyjama Angels. These 

activities could provide a balanced rhythm of academic 
and recreational engagement, with physical or fun 
pursuits offering a natural break from focused learning.

This blending of academic and real-world activities aligns 
with evidence that relevance enhances persistence and 
achievement. When learning is perceived as useful and 
personally significant, children are more likely to sustain 
attention and effort, and to develop positive associations 
with education (Howard et al., 2019). The AIHW (2023) 
notes that children in OOHC face disproportionate 
educational challenges, including lower rates of school 
engagement and attainment. Programs that make 
learning relevant, relational, and enjoyable can directly 
counter these risks by supporting motivation, skill-
building, and positive future trajectories.

Specific dimensions of relevance identified in the 
workshop included:

	� Choice and agency: Children are motivated when they 
can select activities and materials that reflect their 
interests.

	� Real-world connection: Learning is more powerful 
when linked to everyday contexts, practical skills, and 
future goals.

	� Balance of academic and recreational activities: 
Alternating between schoolwork and fun or physical 
activities supports wellbeing and engagement.

	� Reading as enjoyable and relational: Children respond 
positively when reading is experienced as shared 
connection rather than a task.

By ensuring that program activities are relevant to 
children’s lives, the Love of Learning program fosters 
both academic outcomes and broader developmental 
benefits, reinforcing the program’s unique contribution to 
supporting children in OOHC.

Secure and attuned relationships help to 
regulate the stress response, calming the lower 
brain areas and allowing children to access the 
cognitive resources needed for activities such as 
reading, mathematics, homework, and cooking. 
In this sense, the mentor–child relationship is not 
peripheral to learning, but a neurobiological 
prerequisite for it.

celebrating small gains, the child experiences reading as 
enjoyable and relational rather than obligatory. This builds 
confidence and willingness to take learning risks, which is 
critical for long-term literacy outcomes (Knight, 2013; 
Maclean et al., 2024).

The themes of recognition, encouragement, and positive 
identity formation were strongly reinforced through the 
workshop. Specific dimensions included:

	� Confidence: Mentors model persistence, celebrate 
small successes, and encourage children to try again, 
which fosters self-belief and willingness to take risks in 
learning.

	� Resilience building: Mentors help children reframe 
mistakes as learning opportunities, building adaptive 
coping skills.

	� Role modelling: Mentors act as positive role models, 
providing tangible examples of future possibilities and 
reinforcing hope.

	� Confidence in reading: Children become more willing to 
engage with reading when it is framed as relational, 
enjoyable, and achievable.

These findings align with research demonstrating that 
positive identity development and recognition are key 
protective factors for children who have experienced 
adversity (Brendtro et al., 2020). For example, the 
CREATE Foundation (2023) notes that young people in 
care consistently identify the importance of being heard, 
recognised, and affirmed in their strengths and 
aspirations. The Love of Learning program provides this 
recognition through consistent and meaningful mentor 
relationships, directly addressing the gaps often 
experienced by children in OOHC.
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Appendix C

Proposed future 
evaluation questions

The Pyjama Foundation’s existing evaluation instrument for children (Knight & 
Kingston, 2021) focuses on four protective factors that influence educational 
outcomes for children in out-of-home care: relational pedagogy, academic 
resilience, learning connectedness, and school connectedness.

The workshop findings documented in this report provide more nuanced 
insights into children’s lived experiences of mentoring, particularly how they 
want relationships to develop and how they view themselves within the 
program. Building on these insights, the current evaluation suggests that 
the instrument could be amended to capture not only traditional educational 
outcomes but also the relational, identity-building, and motivational conditions 
that enable them. For example:

1.	 Relationships

	� Do you feel like your Pyjama Angel cares about you and listens to you?

	� Do you feel safe and comfortable when you are with your Pyjama Angel?

	� Does spending time with your Angel make you feel happy?

2.	 Recognition & Identity

	� Does your Pyjama Angel notice the things you are good at?

	� Does your Pyjama Angel help you feel proud of yourself?

	� Do you feel like your Angel accepts you for who you are?

3.	 Regulation & Readiness to Learn

	� Does being with your Angel help you feel calmer or more focused?

	� Are there activities you do together that help when you feel worried, upset, 
or distracted?

	� Do you feel more ready to try schoolwork after time with your Angel?

4.	 Relevance & Engagement

	� Does your Angel choose activities or books that match your interests?

	� Have you tried new things with your Angel that made you want to learn more?

	� Does your Angel make reading and learning fun?

5.	 Educational Confidence & Aspirations

	� Do you feel more confident about your schoolwork since meeting your Angel?

	� Has your Angel helped you keep trying, even when learning feels hard?

	� Has your Angel helped you think about your goals for school or the future?

6.	 Program Beginnings & Continuity

	� What helped you feel comfortable when you first met your Angel?

	� What do you think new Angels should do to make children feel safe and 
welcome?

	� What would make you want to keep meeting with your Angel for a long time?
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