Scenario E

Etowah County schools designed a research project to determine if using a supplementary composition textbook, called The Write Source, would lead to measurably increased  scores on writing assessment by fifth graders.  The school system hired an independent researcher to conduct the study and report the findings to determine whether or not the county should purchase and require the use of these supplemental books in fifth grade.

The researcher selected ten schools in the county to participate in the study based on demographics.  Out of the ten schools, six of them previously scored below average on the Alabama Writing Assessment, two scored average, and two scored above average.  The researcher allowed 5 schools (3 below average, 1 average and 1 above average), containing 440 students, to use The Write Source supplemental writing textbook in conjunction with the writing textbook used in fifth grade throughout the county.  The remaining 5 schools, containing 436 students, used only the standard writing textbook, without the supplement.  Teachers were trained in the use of these supplements prior to the study.

The study was conducted over a one-year period in the fifth grade.  At the beginning of the school year, all students were given the Alabama Standardized Writing Assessment.  At the end of the year, students were again given the Alabama Standardized Writing Assessment.  Statistically significant improvement in writing composition was evident in schools using The Write Source supplemental program.

Answers to Scenario E

1.  What kind of research design is this?  This is a quasi-experimental design due to the fact that the researcher created two groups, but did not randomly assign subjects to groups.

2.  To what population (if any) can the findings of this study be generalized?   The sample was large (876 total students).  Even though the subjects were not randomly selected, the size of the sample (876 students across 10 schools throughout the county) was such that it could be argued that the results of this study could generalize to other fifth-grade classes in public elementary schools in Etowah County.

3.   Identify the external and internal threats in this study.

History- The study was long (one year) and it is reasonable to expect these students may be affected by other variables such as television, reading books and writing involved in other subjects (all of which have a direct effect on the dependent variable of the study).  Due to the non-random assignment to groups coupled with the possible outside effects, history is a threat in this study.

Maturation- We can expect that fifth grade students would mature greatly in one year and their writing skills would become more refined.  But, since the control and experimental groups are the same age, we can expect both groups to mature at similar rates.  Since maturation occurs in both groups this is not a threat.

Testing – The pre-test and post-test were the same, but since the topics of the test (writing) vary and the tests are eight months apart, there is no threat here.

Instrumentation – The Writing Assessment was standardized so we can view this test as a valid measurement of writing composition.  But we can’t really assume it’s reliable unless the researcher provides reliability data.  Unfortunately, no reliability data were provided so this is a threat.

Statistical Regression – No threat – This study did not involve extreme groups.

Differential Selection – The subjects were not randomly assigned to groups. We don’t know, for instance, if the high, middle, and low scoring schools that were put into each group were from similar areas of the county.  It is true that the subjects were approximately all the same age.  But we really need a bit more information here before we can be more confident that the two groups were similar demographically.  Therefore, this is a threat.

Selection Maturation Interaction – Even though differential selection is a threat in this study, since maturation is not considered a threat, then there can be no interaction and this cannot be a threat.

Mortality – There is no information in the study to show that mortality was a threat.  Since it appears that all students completed this study, there could not be a threat.

External:

Population Validity –The sample seems large.  However, because subjects were not randomly selected we cannot be sure that the sample is truly representative of the population of fifth-graders in Etowah county schools.  Therefore, this is a threat.

Personological Variable Validity – The only demographic variable we have about the subjects is that they were all in fifth grade.  It would be useful to know the socioeconomic status of the areas/schools where the subjects came from.  For instance, did the two high scoring schools come from affluent areas of the county while the two low performing schools came from the poorest section of the county?  Information such as this would help us to interpret the results of the study.  Therefore, personological variable validity is somewhat threatened. 

Ecological Validity – This study was done in a typical school environment, so the ecological validity is very high - no threat.

4.   Are there any ethical problems in this study? No harm was done to the subjects of the study, so no ethical problems are evident.

