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When a new educational intervention shows a large,
positive effect, there can be a strong impulse to scale it
up quickly. This belief assumes that promising early
results are a reliable predictor of success. However, this
assumption mistakes a promising start for a predictable
finish, risking significant public investment in
interventions that are not yet proven at scale.

This is reinforced by the pressure to identify and fund
“what works” solutions. The problem is related to the
issues of publication bias, where studies showing positive
effects are more likely to be published while those with
no, or negative, findings remain in the “file drawer”
(Franco, Malhotra, and Simonovits 2014). This can
create a skewed evidence-base where the most
optimistic findings are most visible, leading to scaling
decisions based on an overly positive picture of
effectiveness.

Many early trials are statistically “underpowered” due to
small sample sizes (Lortie-Forgues and Inglis 2019).
Such studies are not only more likely to miss a real
effect, they are also prone to exaggerating the size of an
effect when one is detected (Sims et al. 2022). This
explains why impressive results often aren't replicated in
further assessments, with large initial effect sizes
diminishing, particularly when the first experiment was
small.

Researchers have cautioned that underpowered studies
“are prone to producing exaggerated effect sizes and
false positives” (Sims et al. 2022). This was highlighted in
our research, with one expert interviewed for the LEARN
project observing the worrying trend of, “Huge
evaluations, small effects when scaled up... Effects tend
to reduce at each stage.” Awareness of these issues has
grown, largely due to the 'replication crisis' in many
academic disciplines. Requirements, such as pre-
registering studies, and publication regardless of
outcome are increasingly common. Yet the fundamental
risks of early-stage research remain.
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Practical challenges also make scaling difficult. An initial
study often has ideal conditions: extra resources,
motivated participants, and close oversight. A wider
rollout must contend with far greater variability in school
contexts, student populations, and implementation
(Hofmann 2024). These real-world factors almost
inevitably lead to a dilution of the intervention's original
impact.

Therefore, the challenge for policy is not simply to identify
promising studies, but to build a more patient and
rigorous evaluation pipeline that also considers factors
like cost and scalability (Kraft 2020). A staged approach—
involving replication and testing in diverse, realistic
settings—is required, rather than a leap from a single
study to a national rollout. This model ensures
programmes are robust and adaptable before major
investment, shifting the goal from finding quick wins to
building sustainable solutions ready for scale.

NOTE
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