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Abstract

Background: The Education Endowment Foundation (EEF) is an independent charity that was
established in 2011 with the explicit aim of breaking the link between family income and educational
achievement in England. Over the seven years since its inception, EEF has contributed to the existing
evidence base by funding over one hundred randomised controlled trials (RCTs) in education.
Purpose: This article discusses five of the key challenges EEF experienced in running RCTsin
English schools; namely: (1) ensuring interventions are ready for trial, (2) recruiting schools and
retaining them in trials, (3) calculating the appropriate sample size and ensuring cost effectiveness, (4)
carrying out robust implementation and process evaluation, and (5) choosing and delivering
appropriate testing. It is hoped that this discussion may provide insights for others who may be
engaged in funding and/or conducting trials in education.Sources of evidence: The challengesin
conducting RCTs in education are explored by drawing on EEF’ s experience in designing and

reporting on trials. Examples from some of the EEF trials and wider methodological literature are
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used to illustrate the points of discussion. Main argument: The five challenges summarised here span
the full process of running atrial in schools, from intervention design to the collection of outcome
measures. These have had the biggest impact on the quality of trials and the confidence that EEF has
in the results. The first lesson focuses on ensuring that the intervention is sufficiently developed and
thereisalevel of assurance in both its scalability and feasibility prior to trialling. Key questions
concerning an intervention’ s readiness are described and ways to improve interventions through
piloting are discussed. The second lesson focuses on the recruitment of schoolsto atrial. Issues
include the importance of communicating roles to schools and the need for time to do this effectively.
Thirdly, the sample sizes of early EEF trials were informed by the size of impact seen in previous
research which led to an overestimation of the effects that EEF was likely to see. Current
considerations that influence the size of the trials are described and there is a discussion of why,
sometimes, even small effects can be important. Fourthly, EEF trials have devel oped a more
Integrated approach to implementation and process evaluation (IPE). Thisis discussed in the context
of how it hasled to a better understanding of programme delivery. Finally, testing is discussed in light
of what EEF has learned about ensuring testing success in educational trials. (HRK / Abstract

tbernommen)
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