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Introduction

Science education in the 21st century seeks to develop scientific literacy 
that will enable society to deal effectively with technological progress, the 
rapid and sometimes uncontrolled spread of information and global chal-
lenges. This requires, in addition to disciplinary knowledge, appropriate 
scientific thinking and inquiry skills, as well as an understanding of the nature 
of science. Scientific thinking is the set of mental processes that are used to 
solve scientific problems, acquire scientific knowledge, carry out investiga-
tions and reflect on research results (Dunbar & Fugelsang, 2005; Dunbar & 
Klahr, 2012; Kuhn, 2011). The domain-specific strand of research on scientific 
thinking focuses on children’s conceptual development and conceptual 
change in different disciplinary domains, while the domain-general strand 
focuses more on identifying the reasoning processes involved in the acquisi-
tion of scientific knowledge (Zimmerman, 2007; Zimmerman & Klahr, 2018). 
The current study is concerned with the latter research area.

Scientific reasoning plays a central role in the acquisition of scientific 
literacy. Higher-order reasoning skills are needed to solve problems and make 
decisions, just as they are needed to understand complex concepts or the 
nature of science (Lawson, 2004). Research on the development of reasoning 
skills is rooted in the work of Piaget (Inhelder & Piaget, 1958), who investigated 
children’s reasoning operations in various tasks (e.g., pendulum, balancing) 
and the process by which children systematically explore the world: formulat-
ing hypotheses, predicting outcomes, manipulating variables, observing, and 
making inferences. While early research (see, for example, Inhelder & Piaget, 
1958; Kuhn et al., 1988) suggested that the acquisition of scientific reasoning 
skills could not begin until adolescence, recent research suggests that some 
skills can be developed earlier (Zimmerman, 2007). There is growing evidence 
that primary school students have a wide range of scientific reasoning skills: 
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by the age of 8 years, students prefer controlled experiments over experiments with confounding features (Bullock 
et al., 2009); they can distinguish between hypotheses and evidence (Sodian et al., 1991); children have the ability 
to understand the control-of-variables strategy (CVS) (Peteranderl & Edelsbrunner, 2020); they can draw inferences 
from graphical data (Koerber & Sodian, 2009); and they have a rudimentary understanding of the Nature of Science 
(NOS) (Koerber et al., 2015). 

Although scientific reasoning is rooted in the intuitive information-seeking process, it does not develop spon-
taneously. Its development and change are influenced by individual and contextual factors (Morris et al., 2012). 
Therefore, it is necessary to examine students’ scientific reasoning skills and to elaborate activities that support the 
development of reasoning from early childhood. This requires valid and reliable instruments. Despite the fact that 
the development of scientific reasoning in pre-school and primary school is a dynamic area of research (O’Connor 
et al., 2021), relatively few measurement tools are available. One of these is the Science-K Inventory (SK-I), which has 
been the most widely used measure among German children (see Koerber & Osterhaus, 2019; Osterhaus & Koerber, 
2023). Therefore, this research examines the usability of the Hungarian adaptation of the Science-K Inventory in 
both paper-based and computer-based testing environments. The paper-based survey is a modified version of 
the original survey procedure, while the development of the computer-based version represents a new innova-
tion in the history of the Science-K Inventory because this test has not yet been applied in a digital environment.

Literature Review

Evaluating Early Scientific Reasoning

Common methods of assessing young people’s scientific reasoning include experiments carried out inde-
pendently with ordinary or simple hands-on physical apparatus, and problem-based and story-based simulations 
(Mayer et al., 2014). Students’ performance on the test is influenced by the type, complexity, and level of abstraction 
of the tasks used (Lazonder & Kamp, 2012). The difficulty and complexity of the components of basic scientific rea-
soning can be effectively assessed using tasks that are embedded in problem-based stories, use few variables, are 
cognitively less demanding, and do not involve children’s prior emotional beliefs about the story (Schulz & Gopnik, 
2004). Research by Bullock and Ziegler (1999) showed that when identifying and controlling variables in tests of 
scientific reasoning, students performed better when they were given a choice of closed-response alternatives 
rather than having to formulate the correct answer themselves. In multiple-choice tests, students who performed 
well were able to explain their choice thus demonstrating their understanding of the controlled test (Mayer et al., 
2014). Paper and pencil tests, which have recently transitioned to online platforms for data collection based on 
practical tasks, offer advantages such as practicality and the ability to carry out large-scale measurements with 
larger sample sizes. They also facilitate the examination of relationships with other cognitive and affective factors 
(Strand-Cary & Klahr, 2008).

The Science-K Inventory

The above criteria are well met by the Science-K Inventory developed by Koerber and Osterhaus (2019), 
which is designed to comprehensively measure scientific reasoning skills in pre-schoolers. The Science-K inventory 
comprises 30 multiple-choice items with a brief story and is divided into three components, namely experimenta-
tion, data interpretation, and understanding the nature of science. Each component consists of 10 items. In the 
experimentation dimension, students are asked to choose the most appropriate experiment to test the research 
problem being investigated and to solve tasks that require them to correctly apply the CVS to test hypotheses. CVS 
is a crucial indicator of the development of scientific reasoning (Schwichow et al., 2020). In the data interpretation 
component, children are asked to identify covariation patterns (i.e., perfect, imperfect or non-covariations) in the 
data and then use the identified patterns to formulate a hypothesis. They also need to understand that when they 
encounter confusing or contradictory data, it will be challenging to draw clear conclusions. The third part of the 
exercises focuses on understanding the nature of science. The tasks are designed to address questions such as 
what scientists do as part of their job and what research questions they ask.

The SK-I was validated in German (Koerber & Osterhaus, 2019) and has also demonstrated validity and reli-
ability in other languages and cultures, such as Chinese (Osterhaus et al., 2023). Despite being primarily designed 
for kindergarten children, the SK-I has also been tested with third graders, where it performed well (Nyberg et al., 
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2020), and has been used in a longitudinal study of children from five to ten years of age (Osterhaus & Koerber, 
2023). The data collection method used in previous studies was paper-based, utilizing interviews (where the items 
were presented in an illustrated booklet) for kindergarten children and group tests (read out by an experimenter 
and presented in a PowerPoint presentation) for primary school children (Koerber & Osterhaus, 2019; Nyberg et 
al., 2020; Osterhaus et al., 2023; Osterhaus & Koerber, 2023).

Computer-based Assessment of Scientific Reasoning

Computer-based assessment has now almost completely taken over the assessment of the learning process, 
surpassing the use of paper-based tests. Rapid advances in technology have made it possible to assess more com-
plex skills (e.g., critical thinking (e.g., Rosen & Tager, 2014), problem-solving (e.g., Wu & Molnár, 2018), creativity (e.g., 
Pásztor et al., 2015) and collaboration (e.g., Rosen, 2015) more reliably through computer-based testing (Shute & 
Rahimi, 2017). Another advantage is that multimedia elements, simulations, and dynamic items can be integrated 
into the testing environment (Csapó et al., 2014). Furthermore, computer-based testing in large-scale assessment 
programs using item banks allows for targeted and adaptive test development and creation. This form of testing 
reduces the resources needed to carry out tests. Additionally, it enables rapid communication of test results and 
personalized evaluator feedback (Bennet, 2003; Quellmalz & Pellegrino, 2009). Recognizing these benefits, one 
of the most comprehensive international assessments, the OECD’s PISA (Programme for International Student 
Assessment) test, also completely switched (except for nine countries) to a computer-based testing environment 
in 2018 (OECD, 2019).

There is a substantial body of research in the literature on the validation of tests in a digital environment re-
garding scientific reasoning and inquiry skills. The main research questions of these research directions are whether 
paper-based and computer-based tests are equivalent in terms of internal consistency and validity (Williamson et 
al., 2017). For example, Vo and Csapó (2023) conducted a study examining the performance of 731 students on the 
application of the control-of-variables strategy in basic physics. The study compared paper-based testing under 
teacher supervision with online testing without teacher supervision. The findings indicated that paper-based test-
ing exhibited better reliability and total scores compared to online testing. However, the validity of the two tests 
was found to be equivalent regardless of the difference in delivery modalities (Vo & Csapó, 2023). Another study 
(Schroeders et al., 2013) found that the test medium (paper-pencil or technology-based) is not a determinant of 
comprehension ability in the natural sciences. Research conducted by Halldórsson and colleagues (2009) examines 
modality effects on gender performance by comparing the scientific literacy results in the PISA 2006 assessment, 
both in paper-and-pencil format and computer-based format. The findings indicate that in all three participating 
countries (Iceland, Denmark, and Korea), boys outperformed girls in science literacy when the test was adminis-
tered via computer. However, there are studies that have shown no gender differences in student performance in 
science tests in either test setting (e.g., Adanır et al., 2020; Brallier et al., 2015) In addition, it is important to note 
that learners tend to prefer computer-based testing, which can impact their test-taking attitudes and self-efficacy 
(Nikou & Economides, 2016; OECD, 2010).

Research Aim and Research Questions

The aim of the present study has been to explore the potential of paper-based and computer-based assess-
ments for the Science-K Inventory among fourth graders in primary school. For this purpose, the SK-I was adapted 
to Hungarian, transferred into an online interface, and the paper-based (PB) and computer-based (CB) test versions 
were compared by addressing the following research questions:
 RQ1:  Does the computer-based test measure similar reliability to the paper-based format? 
 RQ2:  Is there any evidence of equivalence between the online and paper-based groups on the SK-I at 

the item and task levels?
 RQ3:  Is there a gender difference in students’ overall test scores and their scores across different test 

contexts?
 RQ4:  How do students perceive the difficulty of the test, and how interesting did they find the tasks?
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Research Methodology

General Background

This cross-sectional study employed a quantitative approach and utilized the Rasch model, based on item 
response theory (IRT), to illustrate the probability of an individual successfully solving an item in two test modes. 
This probability is determined by the relationship between the latent variable of ability and the item’s difficulty 
expressed on a linear scale (Rasch, 1960; Vo & Csapó, 2023). Internal consistency was measured using Cronbach’s 
alpha to examine whether the reliability of the Science-K Inventory, which is employed for assessing the scientific 
reasoning of 4th-grade students in a computer-based testing environment, was consistent with that of the paper-
based version.

It is important to emphasize that the research described in this paper represents the outcome of the initial 
data collection phase (pilot study) conducted on a small sample after adapting the instrument. This phase served 
as the initial validation step in a broader research project aimed at large-scale assessment of the scientific reason-
ing of primary school students within a digital environment, which is ending this year.

Participants

The pilot study involved 84 fourth-grade students (Mage = 10.18, SD = 0.47; 50.0% girls) from three classes in 
a primary school in Szeged. One of the classes participated in the Golden Gate English Playschool program (an 
accredited English language program), which is very popular among parents. As a result, in this particular class 
students of high ability and a good social background were overrepresented. To determine who would take paper-
based tests and who would take computer-based tests, a random number generator was used to select students 
randomly for all three classes. Thus, 39 students (53.8% girls) completed the paper-based test, while 45 students 
(46.7% girls) completed the computer-based test. The absence of some students at the time of testing resulted in 
a slight imbalance in the proportions between the two test modes. At the beginning of the school year, the school 
administration asked parents for written permission for their children to participate in educational research.

Paper- and Computer-based Instruments for the Assessment of Scientific Reasoning

The students’ scientific reasoning was assessed using the Science-K Inventory which comprises 30 multiple-
choice items divided into 3 components (10 items each): experimentation (EXP), data interpretation (DAT), and 
understanding the nature of science (NOS) (Koerber & Osterhaus, 2019). For each item, children are required to 
choose the best out of three answer options. Tasks of varying difficulty are adapted to children’s emerging scientific 
reasoning processes. For the purposes of scoring, each correct answer was worth 1 point, allowing students to 
obtain a maximum score of 30 points for answering all 30 items correctly. The test makers emphasized that the test 
is not a tool for measuring sub-skills, but rather an instrument for providing a more comprehensive and general 
assessment of scientific reasoning (Koerber & Osterhaus, 2019). For this reason, we considered the test as having 
a one-dimensional structure when analysing and evaluating the data.

The adaptation procedure, which involved the contribution of Christopher Osterhaus, one of the developers of 
the instrument, was carried out in accordance with the established rules. Assistance was received from an English-
speaking translator and an independent expert, both of whom provided support in the research undertaken. In 
contrast to previous group tests, where data was collected with the assistance of an experimenter who read the 
tasks aloud and the students had to mark the correct answer on a score sheet, in this study, students were asked to 
complete the test individually. In adapting the instrument, available slides were utilized to generate a paper-based 
test booklet and its digital version. Throughout the process, efforts were made to preserve the original structure 
and illustrations of the instrument. The only difference between the paper-based and digital versions of the test 
we created is the method of administration: in the paper-based test, the letter of the correct answer was written 
on the dotted line or encircled; in the digital version, the student had to click on the image of the correct answer 
in the experimentation and NOS subtests, while in the data interpretation subtest, the student had to click an icon 
to the left of the correct answer. Examples of these implementations are shown in Figures 1 and 2.
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Figure 1
Sample Item from the Paper-based (a) and the Computer-based (b) Version of an Experimentation Task

Note. Tom wants to find out if Mia is good at doing puzzles. What does she have to do? Write the letter of the correct answer on 
the dotted line/Click on the correct picture.
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Figure 2
Sample Item from the Paper-based (a) and the Computer-based (b) Version of a Data Interpretation Task

Note. He initially thought that green chewing gum causes teeth to fall out. What does Robby believe now? Circle the correct 
answer/Click on the correct answer.

Measuring Test-Takers’ Perceptions

To obtain students’ views, at the end of the tests, students were asked to indicate how difficult they found 
the tasks and how much they liked them. The items were rated on a four-point scale (1 = not at all, 2 = not very, 3 
= quite a bit, 4 = completely).
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Procedure

The paper-based and computer-based data collection took place simultaneously at the school in May 2023 
and lasted approximately 20-30 minutes. The paper-based test was administered with a colour test booklet, while 
the online data collection was conducted in the school’s computer labs using the eDIA (Electronic Diagnostic As-
sessment) system (Csapó & Molnár, 2019).

Data Analysis

Jamovi (version 2.3.26) was utilized for conducting the Rasch model based on item response theory (IRT) and 
differential item functioning (DIF) analysis. The aim was to examine whether there was a difference between the 
two test modes at the item level. SPSS (version 27) was employed for conducting descriptive statistical analysis, 
such as calculating means, standard deviations and percentage, and also for calculating Cronbach’s alphas to 
assess the reliability of the two test modes. Additionally, SPSS was used to perform t-tests to analyse differences 
between genders.

Research Results

Reliability and Validity

To test the reliability of the SK-I, Cronbach’s alpha (α) values were computed. Alpha values were found to be 
similar for both the paper-based (α = .65) and computer-based (α = .70) tests. However, two items did not exhibit a 
good fit in the reliability analysis. Consequently, considering the item-rest correlations (Rir), it was deemed necessary 
to remove items DAT2 (RirPB = -.14, RirCB = .00) and DAT9 (RirPB = .04, RirCB = .00) from the analysis. After the necessary 
corrections – the possible causes of which are discussed in detail in the discussion section – the Cronbach’s alphas 
with the 28 items were as follows: αPB = .71, αCB = .73. These values are found to be acceptable. 

Table 1 summarizes the psychometric properties of the SK-I comparing the paper-based and computer-based 
groups. Considering the percentage of correct answers and item difficulty, it was observed that item 16 (DAT6) 
proved to be the most challenging in both the paper-based (diff. 0.47) and computer-based (diff. 0.57) tests. This 
particular item assessed the interpretation of confounded data. However, the results suggested that overall the 
test was easy for students to complete (all except item 16 have negative values), irrespective of the medium. In 
this case, the ceiling effect was not a problem, as the test was used to measure the level of students’ scientific 
reasoning by the end of Grade 4.

The Rasch model analysis indicated that the items fit the model well for both test modes. In the paper-based 
test, the infit values (weighted mean squares, MNSQ) ranged from 0.86 to 1.18 (M = 0.99, SD = 0.10), whereas in the 
digital test, they ranged from 0.75 to 1.34 (M = 0.99, SD = 0.12). To address the question of whether there are any 
items with unexpected behaviour in the test, a differential item functioning (DIF) analysis was conducted using 
binary logistic regression in dichotomous items. The DIF analysis revealed no significant difference in the behaviour 
of any of the items between the two test modes. The same analysis method applied to gender did not identify any 
items exhibiting unexpected behaviour in any of the test modes.

Table 1
The Psychometric Parameters of the SK-I by Mode of Administration

No. Item
Correct answer Difficulty Infit

Paper-based Computer-based Paper-based Computer-based Paper-based Computer-based

1 EXP1 82.86 80.00 -1.79 -1.55 1.03 0.88

2 EXP2 85.71 62.22 -2.02 -0.56 0.92 0.92

3 EXP3 85.71 84.44 -2.02 -1.89 0.91 0.86

4 EXP4 62.86 53.33 -0.61 -0.14 0.94 0.93
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No. Item
Correct answer Difficulty Infit

Paper-based Computer-based Paper-based Computer-based Paper-based Computer-based

5 EXP5 82.86 86.67 -1.79 -2.09 1.14 0.96

6 EXP6 97.14 93.33 -3.85 -2.91 1.07 1.08

7 EXP7 97.14 97.78 -3.85 -4.09 0.87 1.07

8 EXP8 97.14 93.33 -3.85 -2.91 0.87 0.86

9 EXP9 97.14 97.78 -3.85 -4.09 0.87 0.96

10 EXP10 94.29 91.11 -3.10 -2.58 0.99 0.96

11 DAT1 94.29 84.44 -3.10 -1.89 1.09 0.96

12 DAT2 51.43 35.62 - - - -

13 DAT3 85.71 84.44 -2.02 -1.89 1.00 0.90

14 DAT4 51.43 53.33 -0.07 -0.14 0.86 1.01

15 DAT5 60.00 46.67 -0.47 0.16 1.06 0.97

16 DAT6 40.00 37.78 0.47 0.57 1.10 1.05

17 DAT7 62.86 62.22 -0.61 -0.56 1.18 1.34

18 DAT8 77.14 86.67 -1.39 -2.09 0.96 1.08

19 DAT9 56.41 40.02 - - - -

20 DAT10 85.71 84.44 -2.02 -1.89 1.02 0.75

21 NOS1 74.29 55.56 -1.21 -0.24 1.05 1.14

22 NOS2 85.71 82.22 -2.02 -1.71 0.88 0.87

23 NOS3 65.71 57.78 -0.75 -0.35 0.89 1.10

24 NOS4 97.14 97.78 -3.85 -4.09 0.96 0.99

25 NOS5 91.43 82.22 -2.64 -1.71 1.04 0.92

26 NOS6 60.00 57.78 -0.47 -0.35 1.06 1.03

27 NOS7 82.86 66.67 -1.79 -0.78 1.13 1.25

28 NOS8 91.43 93.33 -2.64 -2.91 0.89 1.10

29 NOS9 82.86 88.89 -1.79 -2.31 1.06 1.03

30 NOS10 85.71 91.11 -2.02 -2.58 1.12 0.90

Descriptive Comparison of the Students’ Performance

The average performance of students on the paper-based test was 80.7% (SD = 12.4%) and on the computer-
based test 77.1% (SD = 13.3%). An independent samples t-test showed that there was no significant difference 
(t(82) = 1.38, p = .172) between the student’s performance in the two media. Gender differences were examined by 
comparing the results of girls and boys using an independent samples t-test. The results are being presented in Table 
2. It can be said that there was no significant difference between the performance of boys and girls in the paper-
based (t(37) = 0.14, p = .889) or computer-based (t(43) = 0.69, p = .493) testing modes. Furthermore, there was no 
significant difference in test modality between the boys’ (t(40) = 0.57, p = .573) and girls’ (t(40) = 1.39, p = .172) groups.
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Table 2
Comparison of Student Performance on SK-I by Gender and Test Modality

Group
Paper-based (% correct) Computer-based (% correct)

t p Cohen’s d
n M (SD) n M (SD)

All 39 80.7 (12.4) 45 77.1 (13.3) 1.38 .172 0.30

Boys 18 80.7 (12.3) 24 78.2 (13.3) 0.57 .573 0.17

Girls 21 81.1 (12.7) 21 75.4 (13.5) 1.39 .172 0.43

t
p

Cohen’s d

0.14
.889
0.05

0.69
.493
0.21

Test-Taker Perceptions

Table 3 displays the perceptions of paper-based and computer-based test-takers. The low mean scores 
(MPB = 1.32, SD = 0.54; MCB = 1.55, SD = 0.66) for test difficulty indicated that students found the test easy in both 
modes, which was consistent with the results of item difficulty. Consequently, it can be concluded that the fourth 
graders made a realistic assessment of the test’s difficulty. The high average scores of test enjoyment (MPB = 3.53, 
SD = 0.66; MCB = 3.47, SD = 0.63) indicated that both paper and computer-based respondents found these types 
of tasks interesting and enjoyable to solve. When comparing test modes, no significant differences were found in 
either test difficulty (t(82) = 1.59, p = .116) or enjoyment of the test (t(82) = 0.43, p = .668).

Table 3
Students’ Perceptions Across Modes

Item

Paper-based
(n = 39)

Computer-based
(n = 45)

t p Cohen’s d

M (SD) M (SD)

Test difficulty 1.32 (0.54) 1.55 (0.66) 1.59 .116 0.36

Test enjoyment 3.53 (0.66) 3.47 (0.63) 0.43 .668 0.09

Discussion

A key concern in transitioning from a paper-based test to a digital format is always whether the measurement 
instrument utilized in the new testing environment can maintain similar validity to its paper-based counterpart (Wil-
liamson et al., 2017). Consequently, the majority of research questions (RQ1–RQ3) were focused on addressing this 
matter. In assessing the validity of the measurement, we discovered that the reliability of the SK-I was acceptable for 
both paper-based and computer-based data collection. The Cronbach’s alpha values were nearly identical to those 
of the instrument developed for the German sample in the same grade during group testing (Osterhaus & Koerber, 
2023). This result may validate the efficacy of this data recording method for the SK-I, confirming the hypothesis that 
by grade 4, students’ text comprehension skills have developed to the point where they can independently complete 
reasoning skills tests.

The two items (DAT2 and DAT9) that exhibited low item-rest correlations measured the interpretation of covaria-
tion data, including data of imperfect type. It can be observed that in both the computer- and paper-based versions, 
these two items were solved with the lowest accuracy by the participants, except for item DAT6 (see Table 1). It can 
be assumed that, in grade 4, students are not yet proficient in separating the effects of covariation data for different 
levels of complexity. Therefore, even though they solved the complete test with high scores, these two items (DAT2 
and DAT9) proved to be too difficult for them to interpret. The German fourth-graders also made the highest number 
of mistakes on these two items (Osterhaus & Koerber, 2023), leading to unexpected behaviour and not fitting the 
pattern of their performance in the complete test. Consequently, this situation impacted the test’s reliability. 
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The internal validity of the SK-I, assessed through DIF analysis, confirmed that the two methods of data collection 
are comparably acceptable. As a result, no item-level differences in media effects were observed between the two 
testing methods. The reliability and validity of both the paper-based and computer-based test forms were found to 
be equivalent. Previous studies have also yielded similar results, in which paper-based tests of reasoning skills were 
converted to a digital format (e.g., Hassler Hallstedt & Ghaderi, 2018; Molnár et al., 2011; Vo & Csapó, 2023).

The sample exhibited a ceiling effect (Staus et al., 2021), with a significant proportion of students attaining high 
test scores. Nevertheless, this does not pose a problem for the utilization of the test, as the primary objective of the 
SK-I is to monitor the progression of scientific reasoning. Hence, the high scores indicate that the fourth graders in the 
study have already reached the expected level of scientific reasoning development for their age. The similarly high 
scores (75.9%) of German students in the same age group are interesting (Osterhaus & Koerber, 2023).

Before the PISA test was transitioned to an online format, a series of pilot studies were conducted to examine 
whether there were any differences in student performance when the test medium was altered (e.g., Björnsson, 
2008; Jerrim et al., 2018; Kroehne et al., 2019). Jerrim’s (2016) study found that, despite a strong correlation between 
paper-based and digital versions of the math test, significant differences exist in the results. However, it is important 
to note that while the assessment framework remained the same, certain test items incorporated specific task types 
that exploited the opportunities provided by digital testing (OECD, 2014). The results showed no significant difference 
in mean performance when the test medium was switched, indicating that the digital form of the test is suitable for 
assessing the scientific reasoning of fourth-grade students. Another study, analysing PISA 2006 data, reported that 
by changing the test medium, boys outperformed girls in scientific literacy in a manner that was not observed in 
the paper-and-pencil test. This phenomenon was attributed to boys having a lower reading load and experiencing 
greater test fatigue on low difficulty items in paper-based tests (Halldórsson et al., 2009). However, none of these 
phenomena were observed. Changing the test medium did not have a significant impact on test performance. This 
aligns with the initial assumption, as the only change made was in the medium, without altering the test’s presenta-
tion or structure. While the influence of paper versus digital media on reading comprehension could have affected 
these results (Delgado et al., 2018), this was not observed in this sample. Furthermore, with the conversion of the 
test recording mode to digital, the boy’s performance in the computer-based test did not surpass that of the girls.

Gender is a crucial variable in assessing scientific reasoning, so one of the research questions concerned gender 
differences. Several studies confirm that boys tend to perform better on scientific reasoning ability tests (see Ha et 
al., 2021; Lazonder et al., 2020; Luo et al., 2021), while other studies find no significant differences in reasoning abil-
ity (see Koerber et al., 2015; Mayer et al., 2014; Molnár, 2011; Osterhaus & Koerber, 2023). The results of this research 
support the latter perspective, as we did not find any significant differences in boys’ and girls’ scientific reasoning 
across any of the test types.

Some previous studies have indicated that students generally prefer computer-based testing over paper-based 
testing (e.g., Okocha, 2022; Tella & Bashorun, 2011). Therefore, one of the research questions (RQ4) aimed to examine 
whether there are differences in students’ perceptions of test difficulty and test enjoyment as a function of the test 
medium. The results suggest that the test medium did not have a significant effect on test takers’ perceptions. 

Conclusions and Implications

The main aim of this research was to demonstrate that the Hungarian version of the Science-K Inventory can 
be effectively utilized to evaluate the scientific reasoning (experimentation, data interpretation, understanding the 
nature of science) of fourth-grade students, not only in a traditional paper-based setting but also in a computer-based 
testing environment. The novelty of this research was that the SK-I had not yet been tested in a computer-based 
format. Previously, data collection for third and fourth graders was conducted in a paper-based group setting with 
test assistants who read out the instructions for the visually presented tasks. It was therefore questionable whether 
unassisted computer-based data collection could be employed in this particular age group. Based on these results, it 
can be concluded that the test-taking method used is suitable for fourth graders and that both the paper-based and 
digital-based tests exhibit comparable reliability and validity indicators. As a result, both modes are equally valid for 
assessing fourth graders’ scientific reasoning.

The study carries several implications. The development of scientific reasoning and research skills is crucial in 
the teaching and learning of science. However, there is a lack of reliable measures available to assess young children’s 
understanding of scientific inquiry and scientific reasoning skills. Therefore, the introduction of reliable measurement 
tools such as the SK-I into teaching practice that allow the monitoring of changes in students’ reasoning and individual 
differences in this area is valuable.
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Computer-based testing offers several advantages that can be exploited, such as the facilitation of large-sample 
testing by reducing resource requirements. It can also provide rapid and valuable information for teachers to aid the 
planning of the development of scientific literacy competence. Furthermore, the research results can contribute to the 
design of programs aimed at improving scientific literacy and serve as an early diagnostic tool to better understand 
the decline in students’ performance in international science assessments, such as PISA (Programme for International 
Student Assessment) and TIMSS (Trends in International Mathematics and Science Study).

A limitation of this study is the small sample size, which limits the ability to obtain more robust item parameter 
estimates for Rasch analysis, and to test the construct validity of SK-I by confirmatory factor analysis (CFA). However, 
future research aims to carry out a study with an expanded sample size to acquire more precise model fit statistics for 
the Rasch model and CFA, along with more accurate item parameters. Also, it may be worth investigating whether 
the observed item fit problems persist in the case of a larger sample. If so, exploring the contextual issues or curricular 
and cultural differences that give rise to these problems could indicate a need for revisions to the Hungarian version 
of the SK-I. Additionally, there are plans to test SK-I with younger children, which, when narrated by voice, could be 
used to assess the scientific reasoning of first and second graders and thus conduct a longitudinal study. Exploration 
of the relationship between scientific reasoning and additional variables, including school performance, attitudes 
towards school subjects, motivation to learn science, and social background, is also part of the next research agenda.
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