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You can use this checklist to evaluate research articles and writers’ claims about what works.  
1.
Is the purpose of the research or the article to:


a.
Persuade other persons to believe what the researcher/writer believes  
[Not good]


b.
Test the researcher/writer’s hunch or hypothesis by collecting data 
that could show that the researcher/writer’s hunch or hypothesis is 
false.  [Good]

2.
Are the writer’s claims (for example, that a method is effective or that teachers should use a method) matched by the rigor of the research behind the claims?  


a.
The writer makes claims that a method is effective or that 
teachers should use a method, but the “research” is not scientific 
research.  It is merely citations or field notes or other person’s 
opinions.  [Not good]


b.
The writer makes claims that a method is effective or that 
teachers should use a method, but the research is only level 1 
research---small samples, not experimental, unvalidated instruments. 



[Not good]


c.
The writer makes claims that a method is effective or that 
teachers may with some confidence use a method, and the research is 
level 2 or level 3 research.

3.
Literature review.


a.
The article has a small literature review.  The literature cited almost 
entirely supports the writer’s position.  [Not good]


b.
The article has an extensive literature that covers material that both 
supports and criticizes the writer’s position; and that includes both 
research specific to the topic at hand (e.g., reading) and research that 
is broader (learning in general).  The writer concludes with statements 
ofr what is known and what is not known.  [Good]
4.
Scope and feasibility.


a.
The objective of the research or of the writer’s argument is so large 
that 
it cannot be accomplished at all, cannot be done well, or is simply 
grandiose.  For example, the writer wants to change the whole way 
that math is taught.  [Not good]


b.
The objective of the research or of the writer’s argument is small 
enough that it can be accomplished and can be done well.  The writer 
is trying to make a small contribution, not produce a revolution. 
[Good]

5.
The design or the research in relation to the research questions or to the writer’s claims.


a.
The design of the research is not proper given the research question or 
the writer’s claims.  For example, the question or the claim is about 
the effectiveness of a method which could be used in many schools, 
but the research is not experimental, does not clearly define variables 
(concepts), does not use quantitative data, does not use validated 
instruments, has not been replicated.  [Not good]


b. 
The design of the research is proper given the research question or 
the writer’s claims.  For example, the question or the claim is about 
the effectiveness of a method which could be used in many schools, 
and the research is experimental, uses comparison groups 
(experimental and control groups) that are equivalent (produced by 
random allocation or by matching), has clearly defined variables 
(concepts), uses quantitative data, uses validated instruments, has 
been replicated.  [Good]
6.
Definitions.


a.
The writer talks about variables, but does not define variables; e.g., 
the writer says that his method increases retention, but does not 
define retention.  [Not good]


b.
The writer defines variables conceptually, but the definitions are 
vague, include too much, include too little, and/or are not supported 
by scientific research.  For example, reading is defined as “making 
meaning from text.”  [Not good]

c.
The writer defines variables operationally, but the definitions are 
vague, include examples that don’t fit the conceptual definition, or 
include too little.  For example, student satisfaction or teacher 
satisfaction are included in the assessment of how WELL a math 
program works.  [Not good]
7.
Objective measures.  When research concerns effectiveness, measures should be objective.  Subjective and private opinions and impressions cannot ethically be used to make decisions on whether to use a method that could waste students’ time or even be harmful.

a.
Measures are not of things “out there” that any observer can see or 
hear.  For example, students make errors when they read.  The 
researcher calls these errors “miscues.”  The researcher determines 
why students make errors by imagining what was going through the 
students’ minds.  “He said ‘pattern’ instead of ‘parent’ because his 
parents are divorced.”  The validity of subjective measures cannot 
be tested.  How can anyone check whether the researcher’s analysis is 
correct?  [Not good.]


b.
Measures are of things “out there” that any observer can see or 
hear.  For example, students make errors when they read.  The 
researcher determines why students make errors by identifying the 
sounds that the students misread again and again.  “He misreads words 
such as pattern, patent, parental, and potential because he is not 
firm on the sound made by the letter t.”  This measure (errors) can 
easily be seen and heard and therefore checked by other observers.
8.
Multiple measures, or triangulation.  

a.
The researcher uses only one measure for outcome variables.  For 
example, reading skill is measured by answers to comprehension 
questions.  [Not good.]


b.
The researcher uses several measures for outcome variables 
(triangulation).  For example, reading skill is measured by the accuracy 
of decoding, fluency, vocabulary knowledge, and comprehension.

9.
Causal time order.  If the research is testing a hypothesis that one variable (intervention) produces a change in another variable (outcome), or if a writer is claiming that one variable produces a change in another variable, the researcher or writer must have evidence that change in the outcome variable began AFTER the intervention.  Otherwise, it is possible to conclude that a program is effective when in fact students were already changing as a result of maturation.


a.
The researcher or writer does not even address the issue of causal time 
order.  Or, the writer presents no solid evidence that the outcome 
variables were stable (achievement was not increasing) UNTIL after the 
intervention.  [Not good.]

b.
The researcher or writer addresses the issue of causal time order.  The 
writer presents solid evidence that the outcome variables were stable 
(achievement was not increasing) UNTIL after the intervention began.  
For example, the writer shows pre-test (pre-intervention) data; states 
when the intervention began and how long it ran; and then presents 
post-test (end of intervention) data.  [Good]
10.
If the research is testing a hypothesis that one variable (intervention) produces a change in another variable (outcome), or if a writer is claiming that one variable produces a change in another variable, the researcher or writer must have data on both the outcome and intervention variables.


a.
The researcher or writer briefly describes or merely names the 
intervention (e.g., new curriculum), but presents data only on changes 
in the outcome variables (e.g., achievement).  The writer does not 
describe how the materials were used, and/or the teachers’ 
proficiency, and/or or how long sessions were.  [Not good]


b.
The researcher or writer describes the intervention in detail (e.g., new 
curriculum); presents data on changes in the outcome variables (e.g., 
achievement); and describes in detail how the materials were used, 
the teachers’ proficiency, and how long sessions were.  [Good] 

11.
Validation of instruments and measures.

a.
The research did not use instruments and measures that were tested to 
ensure that they are accurate and reliable.  Information on this is not 
reported.  [Not good]


b.
The research did use instruments and measures that were tested to 
ensure that they are accurate and reliable.  Information on this is
reported.  [Good]

12.
Sample in relation to the population.  The research is testing a hypothesis that one variable (intervention) produces a change in another variable (outcome), or a writer is claiming that one variable produces a change in another variable:

a.
The research has a sample that is not likely to be representative of the 
population to which the findings may be applied.  For example, the 
sample is small; the sample members (e.g., students, schools) were 
not selected at random or at least purposively so that important 
population characteristics (e.g., age, sex, social class) are included.  
[Not good]


b.
The research has a sample that is likely to be representative of the 
population to which the findings may be applied.  For example, the 
sample is large, or many smaller samples are used; the sample 
members (e.g., students, schools) were selected at random or at least 
purposively so that important population characteristics (e.g., age, 
sex, social class) are included [Not good]

13.
Comparison groups.  The research is testing a hypothesis that one variable (intervention) produces a change in another variable (outcome), or a writer is claiming that one variable produces a change in another variable:


a.
The research has only one kind of group---the group that received 
some kind of intervention or method.  Therefore, there is no way to 
know if other methods worked as well or better.  [Not good]


b.
The research has comparison groups (for example, an experimental 
group that received one form of instruction and one or more 
comparison groups that received other forms of instruction).  However, 
these groups are not likely to be equivalent.  Therefore, differences 
in outcomes may be the result of other ways (besides instruction) in 
which the groups differed (such as talent or family help).


c.
The research has comparison groups (for example, an experimental 
group that received one form of instruction and one or more 
comparison groups that received other forms of instruction).  These 
groups were created by random allocation or by matching, and 
therefore are likely to be equivalent.

14.
Extraneous variables.  The research is testing a hypothesis that one variable (intervention) produces a change in another variable (outcome), or a writer is claiming that one variable produces a change in another variable:


a.
The researcher does not discuss possible extraneous variables 
(maturation, family help, measurement error) and how they might 
have influenced outcomes and data.  Or, the researcher does not 
discuss alternative explanations (e.g., some children’s scores increased 
because they received tutoring at home) and say what was done to rule 
them out.  [Not good]


b.
The researcher discusses possible extraneous variables (maturation, 
family help, measurement error) and how they might have influenced 
outcomes and data.  The researcher discuss alternatives explanations 
(e.g., some children’s scores increased because they received tutoring 
at home) and says what was done to rule them out.  For example, the 
research used randomly created experimental and control groups, so 
that any extraneous variables are likely to be on both groups.  [Good]

15.
Claims in relation to evidence.


a.
The writer’s claims (e.g., that a method is effective or should be used) 
are much stronger than the evidence permits.  If measures and data 
are subjective; if there were no experiments and no control groups and 
no replications; if instruments and measures were not validated---then 
any claims are weak.  They are no stronger than speculation and 
wishful thinking.

b.
The writer’s claims (e.g., that a method is effective or should be used) 
are permitted by the evidence.  Measures and data are objective; 
there were experiments and control groups and replications; 
instruments and measures were validated.  Therefore, claims are 
credible. 
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