
Observing Strong Evidence:

EXPERIMENTAL STUDIES
Part of an infographic series on research study design for educators 

What defines an experimental study?

Intervention Group 
Intervention groups, sometimes referred 
to as treatment groups, receive some 
form of intervention, such as a new 

reading program, designed to result in 
some change in behavior.

Control Group 
Control or comparison groups do 
not receive the intervention. They 
take the same assessments as the 
intervention group but do not receive 
the experimental intervention.

Random Assignment 
Random assignment helps ensure that the two groups are as similar as possible going into the experiment. It is the 
random assignment to a group that makes it possible for experiments to make strong claims about an intervention 
having an impact. Because the only difference between the intervention group and the control group is that the 
intervention group received the experimental intervention, any changes between the groups can be attributed to 

the intervention. Random assignment must take place before the groups are formed and helps ensure there is no 
bias in the selection process.

What else should be considered?

Attrition
Attrition occurs when participants leave the study. The subjects who leave the study may be different than those who stay in the study which can create a bias 
and reduce confidence in the results. There are two types of attrition.

Overall attrition is the total number of subjects that left the study. If a 
study had 200 total students in it and lost 40 students, that would leave 
160 in the study and would result in 20% overall attrition.

Differential attrition is the difference in the attrition rate for each 
group. For example, if there are 100 students in both the intervention 
and the control group and 10 left the intervention and 30 left the 
control group it would mean the intervention group had 10% attrition 
and the control group 30% attrition. The differential rate then is 20%.
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Explore evidence-based practice guides, 
individual studies, and intervention reports at 
The What Works Clearinghouse.

Information and materials for this presentation are supported by IES/NCEE’s Regional Educational Laboratory Southeast at Florida State University (Contract ED-IES-17-C-0011) as resources and 
examples for the viewer’s convenience. Their inclusion is not intended as an endorsement by the Regional Educational Laboratory Southeast or its funding source, the Institute of Education Sciences.

In addition, the instructional practices and assessments discussed or shown in this presentation are not intended to mandate, direct, or control a State’s, local educational agency’s, or school’s specific 
instructional content, academic achievement system and assessments, curriculum, or program of instruction. State and local programs may use any instructional content, achievement system and 
assessments, curriculum, or program of instruction they wish.
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