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Abstract
Specific learning disabilities are defined by edim®al standards. When identified with a
learning disability, a student’s academic perforogacan be improved through special
educational services. Likewise, educational re$eaeeds to be compared to research
standards. This paper suggests four educationsdnes standards to be considered. First,
educational researchers should write more empirgsdarch papers because these are the
bedrock of theoretical papers. Second, researcleed to ensure the construct validity of
their research methods by defining and directlysngag variables of interest. Third,
critiques of research reports should focus on tistance of the report instead of superficial
aspects such as typos. Finally, instead of rehggirioblems with Nigerian education,
solutions need to be identified. Once educatioesgarchers identify areas where they do not
meet educational standards, then further instmétimeeded to improve the body of

Nigerian educational research.
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A student with a specific learning disability haBfidulty succeeding in one or more
academic domains (Woolfolk, 2007). A specific leagdisability is therefore defined by
educational standards. Educational experts saetatds that students should achieve at each
grade level. If a student masters the educatidaabdards in most classes but then has a
particular difficulty in achieving proficiency inn@ class, then that student should be tested to
identify a potential learning disability. Once adnt is identified as having a learning
disability, then his or her teachers have a respoitgto provide specialized instruction to
help the student overcome the challenges of thamning disability. Educational researchers
advise that teachers should directly teach thésskild strategies that promote academic
success to students with specific learning digasli(\Woolfolk, 2007). With special
educational provision, students with learning dilsi#ds can improve their academic
performance (Jordan, Kaplan, Olah, & Locuniak, 2006

Just as students need to be examined for learisagitities based on their
performance in school, educational researchersna@ed to examine their research practices
to determine if they, too, have specific difficaltisucceeding in one or more areas of
scientific research. Just as learning disabildiesdefined by educational standards,
educational research also needs standards thatmuvsalized by educational researchers.
This paper will make a preliminary effort to defistandards for educational research in
Nigeria. Educational researchers should evalu&ie thrrent research practices based on
these standards to determine whether they havesadrch disability” that requires
specialized instruction to overcome.

The purpose of educational research is to improgddaching-learning environment
by scientifically studying the educational contextdentify best educational practices (Gall,
Gall, & Borg, 2003). Educational research has thtemial to significantly impact

educational practice by identifying teaching preesithat improve important educational
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outcomes such as critical thinking, academic a@meant, study skills, and students’ interest
in learning. However, educational research must iweain standards; otherwise the
suggestions from educational research will be @atiVe or possibly even critically impair
the learning process. When an educational resséudy does not meet research standards,
the conclusions that are drawn are invalid. WithHogh standards of educational research,
teachers may be encouraged to use teaching pattieehurt students’ critical thinking
abilities or motivation. Without high standardseofucational research, researchers may
suggest ineffective solutions to educational pnotsleWithout high standards of educational
research, teachers may misunderstand their stydeststing in teaching practices that hurt
the academic development of their students. Beoaftsetive education is of paramount
importance to society, standards in educationaareh are vital.

Standard 1. Researchersshould write empirical research papers.

At conferences, empirical papers should considgratiinumber theoretical papers.
Empirical papers are the bedrock of education@aeh because they provide the data with
which theoretical papers are based (Miller, 2008goretical papers describe a researcher’s
theory, or belief, about an educational phenomdyamed on previous research whereas
empirical papers provide an objective descriptibaroeducational phenomenon from
scientific data. For example, a theoretical papewuathe factors that lead to exam
malpractice are based on the author’s opinion frevrewing scientific studies whereas an
empirical paper about exam malpractice is baseditm collected in an actual exam
malpractice situation. Because empirical paperdased on data whereas theoretical papers
are based on informed opinion, empirical papernsaes more solid foundation. However,
considerably more theoretical papers are presetteducational conferences in Nigeria.
Only two out of eight papers presented in a papssien at a recent educational conference

were empirical papers, one of which was by theerurauthor!
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Theoretical papers should only be presented bysenlleagues. Young educational
researchers should focus on conducting empiricaaieh so they can build a database of
knowledge about important educational issues. @ftgr an educational researcher has
decades of experience analyzing empirical datathely have the knowledge necessary for
writing theoretical papers. Therefore, most papeesented at educational conferences
should be empirical.

Standard 2: Ensurethe construct validity of research methods.

All educational research studies must demonsttedag construct validity. Most
educational research studies will examine effectelationships among psychological
constructs such as critical thinking, academicaatinent, students’ interest, and
involvement. Construct validity is concerned wittwhwell the psychological construct is
operationalized in the research study, meaningthevconstruct is measured or
implemented. For example, if a study examines tfeeeof computerized instruction on
students’ critical thinking, then construct valdieflects how well the study measures
students’ critical thinking and carries out the puterized instruction.

The first step in developing a educational redeatady with strong construct validity
is to determine the key variables that will be sddThe key variables in the research
example are the computerized instruction (indepetndariable) and critical thinking
(dependent variable). Once the variables have loleerified, then the researcher needs to
determine how those variables will be implementetheasured. To do this, a good construct
definition of each variable needs to be developed.example, if a researcher is trying to
determine how a teacher’s age influences theiudtitoward computerized instruction, then
the researcher has two variables that need tofbeedeand measured: age and teachers’
attitude toward the computerized instruction. A@aonstruct definition of age is “years that

a person has been alive” and a good constructitiefirof teachers’ attitude toward
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computerized instruction might be “the teacher’sam of the usefulness of computerized
instruction.” Construct definitions of variablesositd be based off of previous research
studies and theory about the variables of inteW®sien a good construct definition has been
developed for each variable, then the researchreatty to determine how that variable will
be implemented or measured in the research study.

Two issues should be considered when a reseacdetérmining how a variable will
be measured. First, researchers must determimadkedirect manner in which to measure
the variables of interest. If a questionnaire Wwélused to measure a variable, self-report data
typically is the most valuable (Cohen & Swerdli®99)? In self-report data, participants
respond about their own behavior, thoughts, aggudnotivations, and other domains of
interest (Gall et al., 2003). For example, if eegsher is going to measure teachers’ attitude
toward computerized instruction, then the researsheuld ask teachers to report on their
own attitudes. Students, principals, and paremsatgprovide meaningful data about
teachers’ attitudes because they have no direatledlge of teachers’ opinions. Since the
researcher has defined the teachers’ attitude tba@mnputerized instruction as the teacher’s
opinion of the usefulness of computerized instaugtnobody but the teacher can report on
their own opinion. Reports from any individual lzk=s a teacher about their own personal
opinion is useless data that will confusticate emdfound the results of the study.

The self-report items should be directly basedbthe definition of the construct.

For example, items about the teacher’s attitudetdwomputerized instruction might
includel think computerized instruction will help the studis learn more effectiveynd
Computerized instruction will only confuse the stnig? Note how the items directly
measure one teacher’s personal opinion about #felosss of the computerized instruction.

Researchers are often tempted to write items #uptire a leap from the definition of the

! One exception to this rule is when studying cleifdas they are too young to understand how to etmpl
guestionnaire. In this case, parental or teachepsirt of children’s behavior is appropriate.
2This is a reverse-coded statement since it ippp®site of a positive opinion.
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construct. Examples might inclu@&udents enjoy computerized instructayth am more
refreshed at the end of the day when teaching @athputerized instructiofmNeither item is
valid when compared to the definition of teachegshion of the usefulness of computerized
instruction. The first item focuses on studentgogment, not the teachers’ opinion of
usefulness. The researcher might argue that tietheher thinks the instruction is useful, then
they will be more refreshed at the end of the thoxwever, there are many reasons why a
teacher is refreshed at the end of the day bethéesopinion of the usefulness of the
instruction. Perhaps computerized instruction nexguiess effort by the teacher so they are
more refreshed at the end of the day, but the &ranlght still think that the instruction is
useless. Any item that requires an explanation iheybe definition of the construct is
invalid and severely reduces the quality of theaesh study. Therefore, once items have
been written, the researcher compare each itemeagepato the variable’s construct
definition. Iltems that are not directly relatedtie construct definition should either be
cancelled or revised.

Secondly, each variable in an educational resesitcly must be assessed separately.
If the researcher is trying to determine whethtzagher’s age influences their attitude
towards computerized instruction, then the twoalalgs of interest are the teacher’s age and
the teacher’s attitude. Separate items must bdamae for each variable in the study. The
most direct way to measure a teacher’s age isktithasteacher to report their age. The most
direct way to measure a teacher’s attitude towandpaiterized instruction is to ask the
teacher to self-report on their opinion. Once thesevariables have been measured
separately, then the researcher conducts statkiatiedysis to determine the effect of age on
teachers’ attitudes. Researchers are often temptetegrate multiple variables into the
same questionnaire item. For example, an item nsigit€Older teachers do not like the new

computerized instructiotdowever, this item does not address question of &gev
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influences teachers’ attitudes toward computeriasttuction. Instead, this item is examining
teachers’ beliefs of how age influences teachetsudes toward computerized instruction.
This is similar asking students to report on teexhatitudes. This item asks all teachers to
report on older teachers’ attitudes toward comjmeedrinstruction. Young teachers do not
have direct knowledge of older teachers’ opinidreachers’ beliefs of other teachers’
attitudes may or may not be accurate. The moretliaed therefore more valid procedure is
to ask teachers to self-report their own attitumled use inferential statistics to determine the
authentic effects or relationships between ageaétitdde.

To illustrate that key variables must be directlyasured in educational research
studies, | administered a questionnaire to 45 stisdenrolled in a Masters of Education
program. Five of the items on the questionnaireevmemsensical statements, such as
Neurotic exams have a negative influence on stgtaahievement This item is meaningless
because it applies a personality factor, neuratict® exams. Students were to respond with
three options: Yes, No, or Not Sure. Because théstion was nonsensical, students should
have responded with Not Sure. However, studentstethihat they did not understand these
nonsensical statements on only 30% of the itemsr @alf of the MEd students provided an
answer to an illogical item on all or all but orfelee five nonsensical statements.

Five additional questions asked MEd students tecs&hich of two goals would
result in the highest achievement. For example,goals that were compared on the
guestionnaire werBo my best on the exars. Earn 65% on the final exariExperimental
research has provided overwhelming evidence thedifsp goals lead to higher achievement
than “do your best” goals (e.g., Locke, Chah, tamj & Lustgarten, 1989, as cited in
Reeve, 2001). Therefore, according to empiricaaesh studies, the specific goal of earning
65% on the exam will help students to achieve niwaa the “do your best” goal. However,

the MEd students only identified the correct gaald% of the items. Indeed, 58% of the
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MEd students were incorrect on all five items alguals. Only 10% of the students correctly
identified all five goals.

Clearly, even MEd students cannot give accurat@oreses based on their beliefs of
educational phenomenon. First, the students diddmit that they do not understand a
statement. Even when the questions were nonseniieglstill gave a response. Second, the
MEd students had erroneous beliefs that contraditiarge body of empirical research.
Based on the MEd students’ responses to this queestire, a researcher would conclude that
teachers should be training their students todetybur best” goals. However, this
conclusion is completely inaccurate. Educationséaechers have conducted experiments
where students are randomly assigned to set eemific goals or “do your best” goals.
When later tested on their actual performance estigdin the specific goal group performed
significantly better than the students in the “durybest” goal group. Since asking even
postgraduate students about their beliefs of eduttphenomenon is inaccurate,
researchers should avoid asking all participantaitheir beliefs. Instead, researchers need
to find direct methods of measuring the variabledar study.

As a final point, research studies that are examithe effects of a new teaching
program, counseling intervention, or way to impredeicatiorhaveto use an experimental
or quasi-experimental design. Both experimental graki-experimental designs have at least
one treatment group that receives the new edu@fpyogram and a control group that
receives the traditional educational program. W@ droups are then compared on direct
measures of the dependent variables that the obsgahinks will be improved by the new
program, such as academic achievement, motivatioschool, or positive educational
outcomes. For example, if a researcher wantedteyrdane how computerized instruction
influences students’ academic achievement, thergome of students receives

computerized instruction while another group oflstuts does not receive computerized
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instruction. Instead of a good construct definittdrtomputerized instruction, the researcher
needs to give a thorough description of the treatnmethe Procedures portion of the
Methods section. The researcher also needs talglireeasure academic achievement,
perhaps by the students’ scores on a computer lealgeltest. After the treatment is
complete, both groups then are given the computewledge test. A-test can be conducted
to determine whether the students in the compw@e@rizstruction group had a significantly
higher score on the computer knowledge test tharcahtrol group. Only a significant
difference on the dependent variable will indidé&t a program is effective. Asking
students, teachers, parents, and other stakehgjdessions such d8he new teaching
program will improve students’ knowledge of commii® simply their beliefs of the
effectiveness of the program. These beliefs mayay not be accurate. The only way to
determine the effectiveness of a program is to exy@ntally test students on a key
educational variable after receiving the treatment.
Standard 3: Critiques of research reports need to focus on the substance of thereport.

There are two fundamental rationales for presentsgarch papers at academic
conferences. First, presenting a research papbtesnthe author to receive valuable
feedback about the quality of their research sfuoiy a group of likeminded educational
researchers. This should help the researcher iragheair research skills both for their
current project and for subsequent research stusexond, research presentations provide an
opportunity for members of the audience to learwualhe field of education through cutting-
edge educational research as well as research dsetho

At a recent educational conference, | classifiethemmment made after paper
presentations in one paper session. For 8 paptaglaf 51 comments were made. Of those
comments, well over half of the comments were digar (see Table 1). Sadly, an average

of one in four critiques were about typographigalavmatting errors. This evaluation could
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easily be made by a person with a secondary sclempee. Clearly, this type of feedback is
not meeting either objective of paper presentatitmeeceive feedback about the quality of
the research study or for the audience to learntadxucation. Indeed, only 1 out of the 51

comments addressed a point about the methodsuitsre$ a research study.

Table 1

Classification of Critiques at a Paper Presentadiogin Educational Conference

Type of Comment FrequencyPercentage

Superficial Comments

Reframe the title 2 4%
Correct the order of sections 3 6%
Correct references according to APA format 9 18%
Typographical or formatting errors 12 24%
Length of the paper 1 2%
Question the paper’s relevance to conference theme 3 6%
Total 30 59%

Substantial Comments

Questioning a statement in the paper 2 4%
Additional topics to include in the paper 4 7%
Further discussion of a point in the paper 11 22%
Suggestion to modify the paper’s topic 3 6%
Question to clarify the methodology or results 1 2%

Total 21 41%
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The third standard in educational research dratestn to the fact that researchers
should critique the substance of a research rejpaieed, many papers presented at
conferences are riddled with typographical erroxs @ not adhere to APA formatting.
However, these are only superficial problems whih paper that can easily be corrected by a
conscientious editor, a responsibility that doesraquire an advanced degree. If a researcher
feels that a presenter has made superficial ettratsneed to be addressed, then the
researcher should slip the presenter a note afarpresentation. This will not waste time in
pointing out obvious errors, something that wilt ealighten audience members.

To review a research paper, educational researshersdd first briefly skim the
introduction to understand the purposes and hygethef the study. Next, the methods
section should be carefully read to assess theviolly questions. First, are the research
methods written in sufficient detail so that thader can replicate the research study from the
description in the paper? If not, then the presameds to provide more detail. Second, do
the research methods match the purposes, resasstians, or hypotheses of the study? For
example, if the purpose of the research study exsmmine the effectiveness of computerized
instruction, then an experimental or quasi-expenitaledesign must be conducted to examine
how student performance compares between studarghttby computerized instruction and
those taught by the old teaching method. Thirdtlaeevariables under study measured in the
most direct and valid manner? If a more direct métbf measuring the variables is available
as described in Standard 2, then the research seetls to be reframed. Fourth, do the
statistical analyses match the research questiomgpotheses?

Once the methods section has been thoroughlywetigthen the researcher should
read the results, discussion, and conclusionshB@wonclusions match the results obtained
from the data? Oftentimes, researchers try to d@@velusions and make recommendations

that are not supported by the research study. ¥ample, a researcher might conclude that
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students’ motivation and class attendance will meprbecause the computerized instruction
was found to improve students’ test scores. Thiglkesion is not supported by the data that
was collected by the research study. The studyfoulyd that computerized instruction
improved students’ academic performance, therdfeg@esearcher can conclude that
computerized instruction should be used if a teaalaats to improve their students’
academic performance. Any more general conclusiamvalid. Instead, the researcher can
conclude that more research needs to be conduxsdmine the effectiveness of
computerized instructions on students’ motivatiod alass attendance.

Standard 4. Suggest solutionsto educational problems.

Educational systems all around the world have [prob, although those problems
may differ from one country to the next. Identifgiproblems is the first step in improving
education because progress cannot occur withoutdnavdeep understanding of the
problem. Educational researchers in Nigeria haveedm excellent job of identifying
problems in the Nigerian educational system, ssgbraliferation of exam malpractice, lack
of infrastructure, and uncommitted teachers (A&lgeokuta, 2009; Esezobor, 1996; Inabo,
2009; Odia & Omofonmwan, 2007). The problems wdhaeation in Nigeria are now well
known. Continuing to rehash these problems doegnmide a ladder with which the
education system can climb to higher heights. Eglmcaan only be improved by identifying
solutions to these problems. Now Nigerian educatioesearchers have reached the stage
where they need to start suggesting and evaluatihgions to these problems.

Finding solutions to these problems will requirsa@&chers to conduct experiments or
guasi-experiments to compare the relative benefitsfferent solutions. For example, exam
malpractice is a widespread problem throughout fagé&lany solutions can be offered to
curb exam malpractice, such as increasing the tEhacurity within exam halls, having

students sign Academic Honesty Pledges that outhpectations for students’ academic



Learning Disabilities and Educational Research 14

behavior, creating awareness drives that publidgalirage exam malpractice, and
increasing the level of punishment for those caeglgiaging in exam malpractice. The
impact of these four suggestions of curbing exarnpraetice can be scientifically evaluated
by conducting a quasi-experiment. To do this, eddhe four solutions can be implemented
at various academic institutions. The levels oinexaalpractice, or attitudes toward exam
malpractice, can be compared both before and iaffdementation. The solutions with the
largest impact in reducing exam malpractice wilrtlbe identified and implemented
nationwide. ldentifying solutions to the problenferam malpractice and other problems
facing the Nigerian schools will help improve theatity of Nigerian education.
Conclusion

Early identification of a specific learning diskilyiis important so that appropriate
intervention can be implemented to help the leaovercome the learning disability (Mash
& Wolfe, 2002). Likewise, educational researchersdto identify the areas in which they
fall short of standards for conducting valid andfusresearch. Once a researcher has
identified the areas in which they do not meet ational research standards, then he or she
can work to overcome the difficulty. Indeed, contihgs an educational research study
requires hard work and considerable advanced pagpar However, the practical benefits

that result from well planned and well conductesesech studies are countless.
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