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Nuffield Early Language Intervention
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• Designed for children in Reception (4-5 

years)

• Aims to develop children’s vocabulary, 

listening and narrative skills 

• Member of school staff (usually a 

Teaching Assistant) delivers: 

− 3 x 30 minute small group sessions 

each week to a targeted group of 

around 3-6 pupils for 20 weeks. 

− 2 x 15 minute 1:1 sessions per week.



NELI: LanguageScreen
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NELI: LanguageScreen
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NELI: impact evaluations

• Pilot study (Fricke et al., 2013)

• Two-arm RCT (pupil-level randomisation, 15 schools, 180 pupils) 

− 30 week programme: positive effect in intervention group across a range 

of measures; immediately post-intervention, and at 6 months. 

• Efficacy trial (Sibieta et al., 2016; commissioned by EEF)

• Three-arm RCT (pupil-level randomisation, 34 schools, 394 pupils)

− 30 week programme: ES (language skills ) 0.27 (0.07, 0.46), 4 months 

additional progress. 

− 20 week program: ES (language skills) 0.16 (-0.02, 0.34), 2 months 

additional progress. 
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NELI: impact evaluations

• Effectiveness trial (Dimova et al., 2020; commissioned by EEF)

• Two-arm RCT (school-level randomisation, 193 schools, 1,156 pupils)

− Primary outcome (language skills): ES 0.26 (0.17, 0.35), 3 months 

additional progress. 

− Secondary outcome (LanguageScreen): ES 0.36 (0.22, 0.47).

• Scale-up (wave 2) impact evaluation (Smith et al., 2023; commissioned 

by EEF)

• Primary outcome (LanguageScreen)

• Separate implementation and Process Evaluation (Disley et al., 2023; 

RAND Europe; commissioned by EEF) 
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NELI scale-up: waves 1 and 2

• Wave 1 (2020/21): 6,672 schools, £9 million DfE funding

• Wave 2 (2021/22): 4,422 schools registered for NELI, £8 million DfE funding

• Targeting of schools: i) with a higher proportion of FSM-eligible pupils; ii) schools in 

local authorities in the bottom third of Ofsted ratings; iii) schools in Opportunity Areas 

(OAs)

• Subsequent waves: 2022/23, 2023/24
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Timeline and Methodology



Scale-up (wave 2) impact evaluation: 

high-level timeline

• 2021

− May - October, recruitment (to programme) of NELI wave 2 schools (DfE, OUP).

− September – December, online training for school staff (OxEd).

• 2022

− January, intervention delivery scheduled to begin in schools (baseline testing)

− March, NFER appointed to undertake scale-up (wave 2 impact evaluation).

− June, NFER approached schools - recruitment to evaluation.

− July 2022, intervention delivery scheduled to be completed (endline testing).

− December 2022, data for final analysis matched and available in NPD.

• 2023

− January - March, data analysis and reporting
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Scale-up impact evaluation: overview

• Aimed to assess the impact of NELI when delivered at scale in real-world 

conditions

• What is the impact of NELI when delivered at scale on pupils’ oral language 

outcomes, as measured by LanguageScreen? For …

• all pupils (RQ1);

• FSM-eligible pupils (RQ2 - subsample);

• EAL pupils (RQ3 - subsample)?

• How does the impact of NELI on pupils’ oral language outcomes vary by:

• dosage (RQ 4 - exploratory);

• training fidelity (RQ 5 - exploratory)?
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Selecting pupils for NELI
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• All pupils thought to be able to potentially benefit; no specific exclusion 

criteria.

• OxEd recommended that schools use LanguageScreen to:

− baseline assess pupils in each class;

− rank them;

− select the 3-6 pupils with the lowest scores in each class for NELI.

• Selection mechanism suggested Regression Discontinuity as a potential 

method.



Regression Discontinuity
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Regression Discontinuity
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Cattaneo et al., 2019, p. 43



Selecting pupils for NELI
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Scale-up (wave 2) data following cutoff 

modelling
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Analysis and Main Results
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Analysis

• Models: unadjusted; covariate adjusted model (pre-test); covariate adjusted (pre-

test plus other pupil-level covariates)

• Falsification checks:

• Density of the running variable. 

• Exclusion of observations near the cutoff to understand the reliance by 

estimators on those units. 

• Treatment effects at placebo cutoffs. 

• Sensitivity to bandwidth choices. 

• Test whether treated and comparison units close to the cutoff are dissimilar (i.e. 

based on characteristics gender, FSM-eligibility, EAL, SEN).

• Estimates excluding classes where treatment assignment is fuzzy (i.e. running 

variable does not uniquely determine treatment). 
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RQ 1. What is the impact of NELI when delivered at scale on pupils’ 

oral language outcomes, as measured by LanguageScreen?

• Hedges’ g 0.297 

(95% CI 0.120, 

0.474; p = 

<0.001  )

• Pupils within 

bandwidth 

(intervention =  

1,269, 

comparison = 

3,207) 
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RQ 2 . What is the impact of NELI when delivered at scale on FSM-eligible pupils’ 

oral language outcomes, as measured by LanguageScreen?

• Hedges’ g 0.569 

(95% CI 0.142, 

0.997; p = 0.009  )

• Pupils within 

bandwidth 

(intervention =  

215, comparison = 

473) 
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RQ 3. What is the impact of NELI when delivered at scale on EAL pupils’ oral 

language outcomes, as measured by LanguageScreen?

• Hedges’ g 0.294 

(95% CI -0.003, 

0.623; p = 0.079  )

• Pupils within 

bandwidth 

(intervention =  

276, comparison = 

577) 
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Conclusions and Limitations



Conclusions

• Evaluation schools and those in final analytical dataset representative of NELI 

wave 2 registered schools 

• Positive impact on the development of oral language skills for all pupils (+4 

months) and FSM pupils (+7 months) selected for NELI.

• Indication that pupils in receipt of more weekly group sessions made greater 

progress than pupils in receipt of fewer weekly group sessions. 

• Indication of larger effects for pupils in schools in which more than 50% of 

TAs had attended at least one training session. 

• The scale-up impact evaluation findings provide some support for the NELI 

logic model (short-term outcomes)
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Limitations

• RD estimand (using noncumculative normative cutoffs)

• The effects of pupil characteristics, and missing data

• Use of non-independent (Wolf and Harbatkin, 2002) outcome (proximal, 

short-term)
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Thank you

Questions and comments
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