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and control all other possible variables that might affect the experimental and control groups, 
but their presence and the lack of random group assignment are limiting factors.

Despite these shortcomings, quasi-experimental research does allow researchers to exam-
ine questions involving differences between groups or differences over time. Two examples are 
cross-sectional studies and longitudinal designs, described here:

1.	 Cross-sectional studies examine two or more groups to compare behaviors. Researchers 
might examine whether middle school students have more or fewer hours of home-
work than high school students.

2.	 Longitudinal designs examine the same group of people repeatedly over time to pro-
vide information about how behaviors change or how earlier events can be connected 
to later events. A longitudinal study might follow children over time to determine 
whether children whose parents divorce in elementary school have more academic 
difficulties in adolescence than children whose parents did not divorce.

To use science effectively in decision making, teachers need to be informed consumers of 
research. When you encounter scientific evidence presented in the media, in journals, or at 
workshops, you should be aware of the various inferences that can be made with each research 
design, as shown in Figure 1.1. Experimental studies are the only type that can answer ques-
tions about cause-effect relationships. However, correlational and quasi-experimental designs 
are more common in educational research because they are more practical than experimental 
designs for investigating many hypotheses regarding teaching and learning. They also pro-
vide more information than descriptive designs. Nevertheless, you must be cautious when 
interpreting correlational and quasi-experimental designs. You should always question whether 
other variables not identified in the studies might account for the findings.

Samples
Once the research design is determined, researchers must identify the population of interest 
and select a sample. Suppose researchers want to study how students of different ages respond 
to the stress of transferring to a new school. Because the researchers cannot observe or survey 
all transferring students—the population of interest—they rely on a sample, a smaller set of 
individuals from the population of interest. The sample needs to be representative, meaning that 
it has gender, ethnicity, and age characteristics similar to the population of interest. The best 
method for ensuring a representative sample is to use a random sample, meaning every person in 
the population of interest has an equal chance of being included. Many computer programs can 
take a large list of individuals (for example, all students registered in a school district) and create 
a random subset of individuals to be included in a study.

FIGURE 1.1     A Continuum of Research Designs. Design dictates what inferences 

we can make from educational research studies.
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