
THE RESEARCH IS IN

2018 Education Research Highlights
Researchers studied students’ brains as they learned and took another
look at the marshmallow test, learning styles, and growth mindset.
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Education research continues to remind us of the powerful impact teachers have on children. This

impact is overwhelmingly positive—the studies we highlight here demonstrate specific ways in which
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teachers can or already do help students feel a sense of belonging in school and make gains in

learning.

There are areas for improvement, though: Researchers have shown that different rates of suspensions

and expulsions for black and white boys have more to do with adult perceptions of those kids than with

their behaviors. 

New research also refined our understanding of many popular ideas, from learning styles to growth

mindsets and the marshmallow test.

But if there’s a common thread among most of these studies, it’s this: To boost student learning,

focusing on academics isn’t enough. We should also think about how well students—and teachers—are

supported.

SIMPLE YET EFFECTIVE IDEAS

Small changes in the classroom can yield surprising benefits. A study this year found that greeting

students at the classroom door  had both

psychological and academic benefits: Engagement increased by 20 percentage points while disruptive

behavior decreased by 9 percentage points—effectively adding an extra hour of learning to the school

day.

Another study found that heavily decorated walls can overwhelm students

, impairing their attention and memory. A mix

of learning aids, inspiring posters, and student work can make classrooms feel lively and warm

(/article/dos-and-donts-classroom-decorations).

PEEKING INTO THE BRAIN OF A STUDENT

We have made significant breakthroughs in understanding the science of learning, largely through

technologies that give a real-time look at what happens in a child’s brain as they learn.

For example, researchers used functional magnetic resonance imaging (fMRI) to demonstrate that

children who have the strongest reading skills also have more interactivity between different regions

of the brain , suggesting that reading is a whole-brain

(https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.1177/1098300717753831)

(https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0022096518300390)

(https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC6156257/)
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activity and that growth in reading skill may benefit from a multisensory approach like reading aloud or

being read to while looking at the words on the page.

Confirming that point, a separate group of researchers using magnetic resonance imaging (MRI)

studied brain networks involved in processing narratives in preschool-age children as adults read them

illustrated stories and stories with no pictures, and as they watched animated videos of stories. Brain

networks connected with language, visual imagery, and learning were more engaged

 when adults read the children illustrated

stories; stories without pictures were too challenging, and the animated videos were overwhelming.

Score one for picture books.

POPULAR IDEAS, REVISITED

New studies this year called into question earlier findings in three major areas of research: learning

styles, growth mindset, and Mischel’s experiments on self-control (better known as the marshmallow

test).

In what may be the last nail in the coffin for learning styles, researchers found no benefit

 to matching a student’s perceived learning style—such

as visual or linguistic—to the ways a concept can be learned. Instead, teachers should focus on tried-

and-true strategies such as combining text with pictures, which is superior to presenting either one

alone.

A large-scale meta-analysis spanning more than 150 studies questioned Carol Dweck’s idea

 that a student’s beliefs about intelligence—a fixed or

growth mindset—could shape their academic success. The meta-analysis found that growth mindset

interventions have “weak” effects on student achievement, although low-income and academically at-

risk students did show improvements, meaning that a growth mindset may end up helping those who

need it most.

For decades, Walter Mischel’s experiments on self-control, in which a young child’s ability to resist a

marshmallow predicted their success as an adult, helped us understand the importance of noncognitive

skills. But a new study found a major flaw in the original experiment

: The majority of participating children came from

(http://www.aappublications.org/news/2018/05/05/passcreens050518)

(https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1002/ase.1777)

(http://journals.sagepub.com/doi/10.1177/0956797617739704)

(https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.1177/0956797618761661)
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wealthy families, and they were more likely to resist the marshmallow not because of self-control but

because they were used to living in a home where the pantry was stocked with marshmallows. The

good news here is that teachers can help all students develop self-control and other important

executive function skills (/article/helping-students-develop-executive-function-skills) because the benefits aren’t

locked in by the age of 5.

DISPARITIES IN DISCIPLINE FOR BLACK BOYS

Researchers this year found that 40 percent of black boys born between 1998 and 2000 who attended

schools in large U.S. cities had been suspended or expelled by age 9

 (third grade), compared with 8

percent of boys who were non-Hispanic white or other races. The disparity had less to do with student

behavior than with differences in school discipline policies and how teachers interpret misbehavior—

leading to very different outcomes for the same behaviors.

Researchers this year found that this is partly due to implicit bias: Misbehavior is often perceived as

more hostile  when committed by black boys

than when it’s committed by white boys. We shared some ideas earlier this year for countering implicit

bias (/article/increasing-equity-all-students).

HOW MISTAKES HELP STUDENTS LEARN

Trying to guess an answer—and getting feedback on how close the answer is—leads to higher recall

rates  than simply trying to

memorize information, a new study found. When trying to memorize lists of words, participants in the

study remembered slightly more than half the words. But if they used a trial-and-error approach and

guessed what the words were and then got feedback on their guess, they recalled about eight in 10

words.

Earlier this year, we discussed this study in the context of encouraging students to engage in

productive struggle (/article/how-mistakes-help-students-learn), which boosts their understanding of course

content.

INSIGHTS INTO TEACHER WELL-BEING

(https://academic.oup.com/sf/advance-article-abstract/doi/10.1093/sf/soy072/5049855)

(https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0361476X17301649)

(https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/09658211.2018.1464189?journalCode=pmem20)
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Education Trends

Decades of low pay and overcrowded classrooms have affected teacher health and job satisfaction: A

new study found that 93 percent of elementary school teachers experience high levels of stress

. Beyond long hours and heavy workload, teachers

report feeling “emotional exhaustion,” driven by a combination of trying to manage the emotional needs

of their students and feeling pressure to increase student outcomes without having the resources to do

so.

Teachers in several states went on strike this year, mobilizing to improve working conditions. And data

from several new reports helped explain why: Over the last 20 years, teacher salaries have decreased

by 2.3 percent  (adjusted for inflation) while the salaries of

other college graduates have increased by 10.2 percent—leading to a record wage gap. Yet despite the

lower wages, the average teacher spent $479 of their own cash

on classroom supplies. And while slightly less than half of teachers

 are satisfied with their salary, one in five still feels the need to take

on a second job , supplementing their income by an average of

$5,100.

THE IMPORTANCE OF FOCUSING ON BEHAVIOR

A student’s behavior is a much stronger predictor of future success

 than test scores are, according to a large-scale

study encompassing 574,000 ninth graders. Teachers who helped students improve their behavior

(measured by things like attendance and suspensions) were 10 times as effective at improving their

students’ graduation rates and grade point averages as teachers who focused on test scores.
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