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WHEN SHOULD EVALUATORS USE TESTS? 

The EEF wants to demonstrate the impact of its projects on children’s attainment at school, in 

particular Key Stage 2 at 11 and GCSE results at 16. All pupils will be tracked using the National Pupil 

Database to understand the impact of interventions on national tests. In addition, when evaluating an 

intervention that works with children before Key Stage 2 or between these two milestones, evaluators 

may want to use a test to measure the immediate impact of the project on children’s attainment. 

 
WHAT TESTS SHOULD EVALUATORS USE? 

The EEF is not prescriptive about which test providers evaluators should use, nor do we set a 

minimum standard for tests. Instead we expect evaluators to use their professional judgement to 

select the most appropriate test of attainment for the group and intervention being measured. 

 
Below is a set of criteria which is intended to provide a framework with which to evaluate tests and 

ensure that all the relevant issues are addressed. We expect evaluators to provide as much 

information as possible on these criteria for the test they propose to use. This information will be 

entered into a database of EEF tests and, combined with feedback from the project on the success or 

limitations of the test, will serve as a frame of reference for commissioning future tests. 

 
Choosing the right test 

 
The chosen test needs to be appropriate to, but not aligned to the intervention. The EEF is interested 

in understanding which teaching and learning approaches are the most effective at improving 

children’s results. Therefore the primary measure should be a test that is predictive of future 

performance. Evaluators can also use additional tests to understand the impact on secondary 

outcomes that are more closely aligned to the intervention being tested, if the benefits of collecting the 

data outweigh the burden on participants and cost. 

 
There will be conversation between the EEF, the project deliverers and the evaluators about what the 

outcomes are that the evaluation needs to capture, and how to choose the most appropriate test. 

The choice of test will need to weigh up the competing priorities of reliability, validity and 

practicalities of delivery. The independent evaluator will lead the test choice, and will always need 

to approve the test proposed. However, in some cases the EEF may have already defined the tests 

to use (e.g. for a themed round). 

 
Paper or digital tests 

 
We are happy for evaluators to use their judgment about the most appropriate method of delivery. 

Paper and digital each has its advantages and disadvantages. Digital tests are cheaper and provide 

results quickly, can be compute adaptive which prevents floor and ceiling effects, as well as the actual 



questions and marking being effectively blinded. However, the delivery of digital tests, particularly in 

primary schools, can be problematic. Schools have experienced difficulties in uploading software or 

accessing the web-links, and those without large banks of computers find it hard to timetable the 

testing of large numbers of children. Digital tests can be used in primary schools but only when long 

enough lead-in times are given and enough support provided to schools in delivering the tests. When 

testing large numbers of children in primary schools over a short time period we would advise either 

using paper tests delivered by blind assessors or, if using digital tests, having paper versions of the 

test available as a backup. Evaluators should bear in mind these practicalities, when deciding 

which test to use. 

 
QUALITY CRITERIA FOR EEF TESTS 

Evaluators should aim to provide as much information as possible on the following criteria. 
 
1. Construct validity 

 
 What does the test measure? 

 What uses of these scores are appropriate or in appropriate? 

 Are there any subscales? If so, how should they be interpreted? 
 
2. Predictive validity 

 
 Does the test correlate with national or high stakes assessments such as Key Stage SATS or 

GCSE (particularly Maths, English and Science)? 

 Does the test correlate other measures of the same construct? 
 
Correlations may be concurrent or predictive (if the latter, the time interval should be reported) and 

reported correlations should include a description of the samples used. 

 
3. Reliability 

 
 What is the test’s test-retest reliability (with time interval specified)? 

 What is the test’s internal consistency (e.g. using Cronbach's alpha or Rasch person-reliability)? 

Reports of reliability estimates should describe the samples used. 

4. Range 

 
 For what ranges (age, abilities, etc.) is the test appropriate? 

 For what range is it free from ceiling or floor effects? 

 How does the information function (or Standard Error of Measurement) vary across the range? 
 
5. Freedom from biases 

 
 Is there evidence of testing for specific bias in the test, such as gender, social class or ethnicity? 

 
Evidence may include differential predictive validity (coincidence of regression lines), DIF and basic 

descriptive statistics. 

 
6. Robustness 

 
 Is the test 'objective', in the sense that it cannot be influenced by the expectations or desires of 

the judge or assessor? 

 
This is a key issue for tests that may be used as the outcome measure in an impact evaluation—it is 

important that the beliefs or expectations of an 'unblinded' assessor (i.e. one who knew which children 

had received which treatments) cannot influence the test scores. 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 
7. Educational value 

 

 Does the process of taking the test, or the feedback it generates, have direct value to teachers 

and learners? Is it perceived positively? 

 
8. Testing time required 

 
 How long does the test (or each element of it) take each student? 

 Is any additional time required to set the test up? 
 

 
9. Administration requirements 

 
 Does the test have to be invigilated or administered by a qualified person? 

 Do the responses have to be marked? How much time is needed for this? 
 
10. Parallel forms 

 
 Does the test have parallel forms? 

 
This is not essential but useful to ensure that the post test is not inflated by practice effects. 

 
11. Test access 

 
 Has the test already been used with target group? 

 
For example, tests such as Edinburgh and Suffolk Reading Tests are commonly used within schools 

and may therefore be subject to practice effects. 

 
12. Normative sample 

 
 For standardised tests is the normative sample appropriate (e.g. UK, contemporary norms)? 

 
13. Burden on schools 

 
 Does it place an excessive burden on schools? 



BLINDING 

There are two ways in which bias might be brought into the evaluation as a result of test not being 

‘blinded’. Firstly, with regard to the intervention delivery and the possibility that the intervention might 

be changed so that it becomes more in-line with the test being used (also known as ‘teaching to the 

test’), and secondly, in the way that the test is delivered. 

 
Blinding intervention deliverers (to combat ‘teaching to the test’) 

 
It is important when evaluating an intervention that it is delivered as it would be if it were scaled up to 

many schools. It is therefore important that the intervention is not changed for the evaluation. One risk 

is that developers and deliverers, when they know what test is being used to evaluate the project, 

change their intervention to fit the test (also known as ‘teaching to the test’) and if a positive effect is 

found it is a result of this, as opposed to general improvement in attainment. 

 
The risk of this actually happening is unknown and depends upon a number of factors:  

 

 Firstly, by the time the EEF evaluates an intervention using an efficacy or effectiveness trial 

the intervention should be well specified. So the risk may be higher for less developed 

interventions that are being trialed at a smaller scale and are still developer-led.   

 

 Secondly, it is actually quite difficult to ‘teach to a test’ without setting out to do so and would 

require deliberate subversion on the part of the intervention deliverers. 

 

 Thirdly, there may not always be an incentive or desire to do so. The deliverers, and in some 

cases even the developers, may be genuinely interested in finding out whether an approach 

works. There is a greater risk where the developer is closely involved and their income or 

reputation relies solely on this effectiveness of the intervention being tested. 

 

  Finally, where the developers are involved in the project it may be possible to discuss the test 

with the developers, but ensure that the deliverers are still blind. This is particularly the case 

for projects delivered to large numbers of schools where the developer will have little contact 

with front-line staff.  

 

However, there is a significant risk for some projects, particularly un-developed interventions being 

delivered by project developers at a small scale, as well as developed interventions where the 

developer is highly invested in its success.  

 

Therefore following are two models for how tests could be chosen, both which mitigate this risk. The 

approach should vary depending upon a judgment of the above risk. 

 
1) Evaluator-led test choice. The evaluator should observe the intervention or read the 

description of the intervention and logic model, then discuss the outcomes with the 

developers, and select the appropriate test. The developer would not input on the selection 

of the test and would not be told of the resulting choice, however they would still input into 

discussions about the primary and secondary outcomes. This model puts trust entirely in the 

evaluator to select the appropriate test. However, a number of EEF panel members are not 

education experts, there may not be time to observe the intervention, and the developer 

may object to the assumption that they are not to be trusted.  
 

2) Developer-involved test choice. Given that many members of the EEF panel of evaluators 

are not attainment test experts, and given the understanding that developers have of their 

intervention and what is an appropriate (if general test) of the intervention, there is often value 

from them being involved in the choice of test. In many cases the developer will be involved to 

some extent in the test choice. However, in these circumstances the following must be 

agreed: 

 
a. Where it is practical to do so computer-adaptive digital tests should be used so the 

exact items being used are automatically blinded. 

b. There will be no changes made to the delivery of the intervention as a result of 



knowing the test. Where there are any aspects of the intervention being delivered by 

those that know the test (eg, initial training) evaluators should send team 

members to observe the sessions to ensure they are not being adapted to the test. 

c. No-one else involved in the delivery of the intervention (eg, trainers, teachers, TAs) 

will be allowed to see the test being used to evaluate the project, and this should be 

checked as part of the process evaluation. 

 
The EEF will mediate between evaluators and project deliverers regarding the test choice and need 

for blinding. In some cases model 2 will be the most practical option resulting in selection of the most 

appropriate measure (allowing for input from both evaluator and developer). However, where it is 

judged that there is a high risk of teaching to the test, or where agreed by evaluator and developer, 

model 1 may be used and is the most robust approach.  

 

Blinding testing (to combat biased test delivery and marking) 

 
Tests should ideally be delivered ‘blinded’. In the case of pre-tests, these should be done wherever 

possible before randomisation. In the case of the post-test, where a paper test is being used these 

should be delivered in schools and scored by blind assessors. This has the additional advantage of 

minimising the burden on schools. 

 
This is particularly important in primary schools where teachers are used to helping children when 

they get stuck. Teachers are likely to subconsciously help intervention children differently to control 

children and this introduces bias in the results. 

 
Secondary schools are used to asking children to sit tests under exam conditions so it is less 

important to send blind assessors in to deliver the tests. However, the tests should always be marked 

blind. Also, schools should be under strict instructions not to help children during the delivery of the 

test. 


