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Should we Execute the Victim SST?
- A response to Menon -

Dr Soh Kay Cheng
Nanyang Academy of Fine Arts

It is hard not t 0 agree with Menon’s (1993)&i-
cism directed at the misuses Of statistical signifi- |
cance testing (SST) on logico-mathematical
E:nmn:lu.

Although Menon raised the issue in the context of
mathematical education research, it hasa longhis-

| step in planning any sudy, research studentswill

| come across a plehora o shadies reporting SST

tory of four decades in education research in gen- |

eral. The main harmful effects listed by Menon
includethe over -rdianceon dichotomous SST deci-
sons {leading to less attention being paid to the
ressarch design) and uncritical application o SST
(leading to ritual rgection by journal editors of
articleswithout “significant’ results which in turn,
leadsto sHf censorship by researchers). These are
in fact, the results & misuses of SST due to poor
teaching and poor editorial policy more than the
inherent weaknesses of 55T as a statistical decision-
makingtool.

It is alse hard to agree, on educo-pedagogical
grounds, with Menon’s suggestion to cease teach-
ing SST.

It does not take much creativity to imagine what
m Yy happenif research Sudentsare nat: taught SST.
Since the literature review isan important, initial

results, Without being taught SST, two lines of ac-
tion are possible

e 10 ignoreSsT results and wonder what they
mean and signify. In the spirit d scholar-
ship, thisis to be discouraged.

The conscientious research sudents | earn
about SST on their own, hopefully correctly.
If the need to learn SST is real, Why stop
teachingit?

Over the years, several alternatives to 55T have
been suggested Dy itscritics although thereis still
no agreement as to their usefulness. Menon, how
ever, favours replication as the 'most bdievable
approachto a scentificmethod'.

There are three levels of replication: The direct, the

| systematicand the conceptual. Itis not clear which of

these Menon is referring to; perhapsall d them.
Orect replication may be attainable in physical sci-
ences Where experimental control can be largely
repeated exactly or almost so, but not Likdy nor
desrable in educational ressarch. Education is a
multivariatesituationwherea very largenumber of
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variablesneed to be studied and no one research
study i expected to have the last say. Hence, as
rightly pointed out by criticsof S5T. a study pro-
videsonly a data point and to esablish a theary,
many such points are needed. Even if exact, direct
replication is possble, information thus gathered
may not be so useful asto warrant theextra effort,

This leads naturally to systematic replication
where the original design can be kept more or less
intect, so that earlier findings can be verified, and
new variablesincluded so that effects under differ-
ent conditions can be Investigated, This form o
replication may be more consstent with the nature
of educational research.

However, as educational measurement is not

physical measurement, the international inter-
changeability of education and psychological ma-

sures i contentiousat best. Researchers more often
than not find themselveshaving to adapt measures
developed by earlier researchers for ther specific

e —

resear ch environments. This suggests that concep-
tual replication may be moreconvincing and conve-
nient when studying the same educational phe-
nomenon across nations.

Systematic and conceptual replication will pro-
vide a wealth of information for theory-building
when a sufficient number of related studies have
been conducted. This of course, can be attained
through meta-analysis which not only accumulates
knowledge but also explicates conditions in which
the interested effect can be obtained.

It isaparadox that a probabilistic device sudh as
SST, used for deterministic purpose, renders it an
object f criticism while the real problem lies in its
misinterpretation and misuse. Now that SST, as a
victim, has been prosecuted not once but many
times over, isit wise now to passa death sentence
and executeit? | should think not. On the contrary,
| believe we should continueto teach SST and teach
it better than wehavebeen ableto hitherto.
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