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Weaknesses in Education Research Studies, A Primer

What Is This Primer About?

Education research looks at how kids learn and how schools work. It helps make rules for schools. But
sometimes this research has big problems. These problems can lead to bad rules that hurt kids and
schools. This primer talks about common weaknesses in education research. It also shows how they
harm public policy. Last, it gives ideas to make research better. All facts here come from studies and
expert views.

Common Weaknesses in Education Research

Education research often has flaws that make results not trustworthy. One big weakness is using
observational studies. These watch what happens without changes. They can have biases. Biases mean
unfair views that twist facts (Loveless, 2012). For example, if a study looks at class sizes but ignores
poor kids in big classes, it may blame size wrong.

Another problem is picking bad ways to measure learning. Many studies use final grades or what kids
say they learned. Grades mix many things like effort, not just learning. Kids' views can be wrong too

(Chamarette, 2016). This makes results weak.

Studies often ignore side effects. They focus on one good thing but miss bad ones. Like a new teaching
way helps tests but hurts fun in learning (Zhao & Beghetto, 2024).

Research can be hard because schools are real places. It costs a lot to test ideas well. Informal tests are
easy but not strong. This leads to weak proof (Gelman, 2023).

Many studies use small groups or one school. This makes it hard to say if results work everywhere.
Sampling problems and low response rates add flaws (Rossides, 2018).

The Hawthorne effect is common. Kids or teachers act better just because they know they are in a study,
not from the change (Rossides, 2018).

Last, researchers sometimes have narrow views. They skip big picture or criticize schools without full
facts (Pring, 2016).

These weaknesses make research less helpful.
How These Weaknesses Harm Public Policy
Public policy means rules from government for schools. Bad research leads to wrong rules. This wastes

money and hurts kids.

One harm is ignoring good facts or twisting them. Leaders pick what fits their ideas. This leads to bad
choices like fast teacher reviews that fail (Hess, 2020).
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Flawed studies promise too much. Policies like Common Core fail because they base on weak ideas.
They ignore how hard change is in schools (Loveless, 2021).

Bad research makes unfair rules. It can widen gaps for poor or minority kids. Like during COVID,
wrong plans made learning worse for some (El Mourabit et al., 2023).

Polarization happens too. Groups fight over facts. This hurts schools with bans on books or teachings
(Rogers-Chapman & Darling-Hammond, 2023).

Old flawed reports still shape talks. "A Nation at Risk" in 1983 had wrong facts but led to strict tests that
stress kids (Ansary, 2007).

Overall, bad research means policies that do not help learning. They cost billions and keep problems like
low scores (Wai, 2021).

Ways to Fix These Problems
We can make education research better. This helps improve policy as well.

First, use strong methods. Pick right tools for questions. Control biases with good plans (National
Research Council, 2002).

Share research in easy ways. Write for teachers, not just experts. Use sites like Google Scholar
(Mansour, 2023).

Connect research to real schools. Test ideas in class and adjust. Use tech for this (Kimmons, 2014).
Train teachers on research. Help them read studies and use facts (Mansour, 2023).

Build teams of researchers and teachers. This makes studies fit needs (Whitehurst, 2015).

Focus on cost-effective ideas. Like teaching at kids' level, not grade (Ganimian et al., 2024).

Use peer review well. Check work before sharing (National Research Council, 2002).

Look at side effects. Study all outcomes, good and bad (Zhao & Beghetto, 2024).

These steps can make research strong. Then policies help all kids learn better.
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