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Take-home message 

 

 

Methodology matters: If we continue 
to base reviews of interventions on 
studies with poor methodology this 

will lead us astray  



 

 
Study:  

 
A syntehesis of meta-analyses 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

Melby-Lervåg, Lervåg & Hulme, work in progress. 
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Method 
Systematic search for reviews of educational interventions that have used a 
quantitative summary of results after 1998 
 
The meta-analysis had to examine an intervention that could in some way inform 
about amelioration of difficulties related to:  
Decoding, reading comprehension, language skills, mathematic skills, general 
learning disorders, attention/hyperactivity, other behavioral/emotional problems 
or bullying.  
 
The meta-analysis had to provide a mean effect size of an academic achievement 
or behavioral outcome that was based on a group design (i.e. meta-analyses 
purely based on single case studies were excluded) 
 
 

 
70 meta-analyses included, 3145 single studies  

 
 
Melby-Lervåg, Lervåg & Hulme, work in progress. 
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Academic achivement 

Mean effect sizes reported in the 
meta-analyses range from 0-1.58 
standard deviation units, with a 
mean d = 0.43 (0.35-0.51) 



The effect from phonological awareness training 
on word reading skills 
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            Only 233 of the 3145 intervention studies 
  were randomised controlled trials.  

 

           

  

 Serious methodological weaknesses, 
 studies not suited to conclude about  
  intervention effects 



In the 20% of the studies with high reporting 
quality, all except one were from “What works 
clearinghouse”, EPPI centre, Campbell or 
Cochrane.  

The majority of the reviews that had included 
studies with the highest quality (i.e. RCTS or QEDs 
with proper baseline control ) was also conducted 
by these institutions 



 

 

American Psychologist 1969, 
24: 409-429. 
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A more famous attempt of 
synthesising meta-analyses........  

http://www.google.no/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&frm=1&source=images&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&docid=4jVAwE_xoBRMEM&tbnid=GskxgA80RHlhBM:&ved=0CAUQjRw&url=http://www.betterworldbooks.com/visible-learning-id-0415476186.aspx&ei=9BNqU-zcEoLaOLnUgLAP&bvm=bv.66111022,d.ZWU&psig=AFQjCNGoZSXfqTY8TKN-fVPX3OKbrk0uQg&ust=1399547223788987


Example based on the Hattie book 

Swanson et al (2003) 
Correlation between 

phonological 
awareness, rapid 
naming and word 

reading 

Fukknik & De Glopper  
(1998) Deriving word 
meaning from context 

Metsala et al (1998) 
Irregular spelling skills 

in children with 
dyslexia compared 

with controls 

Meta-analyses of 
phonics 

instruction 
(According to 

Hattie) 



 

Hattie’s effect barometer 

Setting 0.4 as a minimum effect size means that the results from the majority of 
the RCTs will be dismissed.  



From Visible Learning (2009)   
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Take-home message 

 

 

Methodology matters: If we continue 
to base reviews of interventions on 
studies with poor methodology this 

will lead us astray  



Foto: Kathrine Nordli, «Airborne» 

   

Thank you for the attention! 




