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Every year, we hope, researchers gain new insights into what works in the classroom—and what

doesn’t. In 2017, a group of scientists made the case for why social and emotional learning is essential

in schools. We learned that negative stereotypes can discourage students of color from going to

college, and that a reflective writing exercise can help. We also learned that it’s OK for second graders

to use their fingers to count, and that text messages sent to parents boost family engagement and

student attendance.

PRACTICE TESTING, PLANNING TOP LIST OF EFFECTIVE STUDYING

STRATEGIES

Students often overestimate how prepared they are for a test, which can lead to disaster. New research

pinpoints two highly effective strategies. In a major review

—encompassing 118 previous

studies—taking low-stakes practice tests was identified as one of the most effective ways to make

concepts stick. (In addition to practice tests, we’ve discussed several other strategies

(https://www.edutopia.org/article/why-students-forget-and-what-you-can-do-about-it) to boost student memory.) And a

recent study  highlighted the benefits of asking

students to plan out the steps they’ll need to take to pass an upcoming test. This encouraged them to

study effectively, resulting in higher grades for the whole course—one-third of a letter grade higher, on

average, than their peers.

(http://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.3102/0034654316689306?journalCode=rera)

(http://journals.sagepub.com/doi/10.1177/0956797617696456)
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NEW TEACHERS—AND THEIR STUDENTS—BENEFIT FROM

MENTORS

We know that mentors provide new teachers with much-needed support and guidance in their crucial

first years, but there’s a strong pass-through effect as well: Students of mentored teachers gained the

equivalent of 3 to 3.5 months of additional learning in reading and math over the course of a year, a

new study

found. (We’ve looked at the elements that made the program successful

(https://www.edutopia.org/article/case-mentors-grows-stronger-youki-terada).)

CLICKERS BOOST FACT RETENTION, BUT CAN IMPEDE DEEPER

LEARNING

Clickers—popular handheld devices often used to quickly display multiple-choice questions via a

projector—can give teachers real-time feedback on how well students understand a lesson. But don’t

rely on them too much: A new study  found

that while clickers can aid students in remembering facts, they may lead students to focus too heavily

on those facts, hindering deeper levels of understanding. (We explored the pros and cons

(https://www.edutopia.org/article/using-clickers-note-caution-youki-terada) of clickers earlier this year.)

DON’T DROP FINGER COUNTING FOR YOUNG CHILDREN TOO

SOON

Children are usually discouraged from using their fingers to count by the end of first grade—they’re

learning to do math in their heads, and finger counting is seen as a crutch. But a new study

 of 6- and 7-year-olds shows that this may be a mistake—finger

counting, when paired with number games, can boost math learning for second graders. (Using our

fingers activates areas of our brain associated with counting

(https://www.edutopia.org/article/case-finger-counting-youki-terada).)

THE IMPORTANCE OF SOCIAL AND EMOTIONAL LEARNING

This year, we saw two comprehensive reports making the case for social and emotional learning (SEL)

in schools. The researchers behind one of the most widely cited SEL studies

 released a follow-up

(https://www.sri.com/work/publications/impact-new-teacher-centers-new-teacher-induction-model-teachers-and-students)

(http://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0360131517300726)

(https://doi.org/10.3389/feduc.2017.00022)

(http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/j.1467-8624.2010.01564.x/abstract)
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 looking at over 97,000 K–12 students. They found

that the benefits of SEL persist for several years—boosting academic success, decreasing disruptive

behavior, and reducing emotional distress in the long term. In a separate report

, a council of 28

scientists called on schools to focus on SEL, making the argument that student success is tied not only

to academic ability and cognitive skills (such as working memory and self-regulation) but also to

emotional skills (such as the ability to cope with frustration) and interpersonal skills (including empathy

and the ability to resolve conflict).

REFLECTIVE WRITING EXERCISES CAN IMPROVE STUDENT

OUTCOMES

When students write about their personal values, it can help them feel more positive about themselves

and their futures, promoting a growth mindset and creating a protective buffer against many harmful

experiences. In one study , a reflective writing assignment

helped students of color deal with racism and negative stereotypes, leading to higher academic

achievement and boosting college enrollment rates years later. In another study

, a similar writing exercise helped math students focus on long-

term goals instead of immediate pressures, reducing math stress and improving their attitudes toward

math. (We explored why this works (https://www.edutopia.org/article/surprising-way-reduce-math-stress) earlier

this year.)

TEXT MESSAGING CAN BOOST GRADES AND ATTENDANCE

Another strategy to file in the “cheap and effective” category: A study published this year

found that weekly automated text messages sent to parents about their child’s grades, absences, and

missing assignments encouraged them to be more involved in their child’s learning, improving

attendance by 17 percent and reducing the number of students failing a class by 39 percent.

THE DEBATE ON ACADEMICS VS. PLAY IN PRESCHOOL CONTINUES

A major analysis —spanning 22

previous studies—provides support for the idea that all children should have access to preschool.

(http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/cdev.12864/abstract)

(https://assets.aspeninstitute.org/content/uploads/2017/09/SEAD-Research-Brief-9.12_updated-web.pdf)

(http://www.pnas.org/content/114/29/7594.abstract)

(https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0180674)

(https://www.semanticscholar.org/paper/Leveraging-Parents-The-Impact-of-High-Frequency-In-Bergman-

Chan/e9a3f40268642241f6ce64ed5a922bc2f3edf4e6)

(http://journals.sagepub.com/stoken/default+domain/ycdsVk2Xu4vSV8gxECVS/full)
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Education Trends

Children under 5 who participated in classroom-based early childhood education programs were less

likely to be placed in special education, less likely to be held back a grade, and more likely to graduate

from high school, compared to peers who were not in such programs. And while we know that young

children need a healthy dose of playtime in school, a new study

 reminds us why

academics are important at that age: Over the course of a year, preschoolers who spent more time on

language, literacy, and math activities than their peers gained, on average, 2.5 months of additional

learning. The key takeaway? Keep academics and play well-balanced.
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