The Nature of Science > Evidence and Reasoning in Inquiry

Research on Student Learning
Middle-school students tend to invoke personal experiences as evidence to justify a particular hypothesis. They
seem to think of evidence as selected from what is already known or from personal experience or second-hand
sources, not as information produced by experiment. [1] Most 6th-graders can judge whether evidence is related
to a theory, although they do not always evaluate this evidence correctly. [2] When asked to use evidence to
judge a theory, students of all ages may make only theory-based responses with no reference made to the
presented evidence. Sometimes this appears to be because the available evidence conflicts with the students'
beliefs. [3]
Most high-school students will accept arguments based on inadequate sample size, accept causality from
contiguous events, and accept conclusions based on statistically insignificant differences. [4] More students can
recognize these inadequacies in arguments after prompting (for example, after being told that the conclusions
drawn from the data were invalid and asked to state why). [5]
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