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§§ HOWLEARNING WORKS

Educational Psychology

WHAT IT IS5

Educational psychology studies how people learn — how memory works, what motivates effort, and how
emaotions and beliefs shape achlevement. You don't need to be a teacher to use it: a few well-supported ideas
can help any student study smarter and any parent support learning better.

TYPES & OPTIONS

~ Retrieval practice — Testing yourself (not just re-reading) strengthens memory far more
« Spacing — Spreading study over time beats cramming

« Cognitive load — Working memory is limited — clear, chunked instruction helps

+~ Motivation — Autonomy, competence, and relevance fuel effort

~ Growth mindset — Believing ability can grow (with effort and strategy) supports persistence — though it's
not magic and works best alongside good teaching

~ Metacognition — Thinking about your own thinking — planning, monitoring, and self-checking — boosts
learning

WHY IT MATTERS

Why it matters at home: small changes rooted in this research — quizzing instead of re-reading, spacing out
practice, breaking big tasks down — can meaningfully improve learning and reduce stress. It also helps you
spot study advice that sounds good but Isn't well-supported (like "learning styles,” which research has not
borne out).
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AT A GLANCE

Field How people learn

Big ideas Memory, motivation, mindset
Useful for Parents & students, not justt...
Evidence-based Draws onresearch

Applies to Studying & everyday learning

EXAMPLES

» Instead of re-reading — Close the book and try to recall or self-quiz

+» Instead of cramming — Study a bit across several days

~ Instead of marathon sessions — Break work into focused chunks with breaks

« Praise the process — Praise effort and strategy, not just being "smart”

FREQUENTLY ASKED QUESTIONS

« Are "learning styles" real? — The popular idea that matching teaching to a style boosts learning is not
supported by research.

+ What's the single best study tip? — Retrieval practice — self-testing beats re-reading.

~» |Is growth mindset a cure-all? — No — it helps persistence but works best with good teaching and real
skill-building.

« Can parents use this? — Absolutely — these ideas apply to everyday learning at home.

READ THE FULL GUIDE
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G- HOW LEARNING WORKS

Learning Theories

WHAT IT IS5

Behind every teaching method is a theory of how learning happens . Three broad families have shaped modern
education. Knowing them helps you understand why a school teaches the way it does — and most good

classrooms draw an all three.

HOW IT WORKS

These aren't rival "teams” so much as different lenses . Behaviorism explains why practice and feedback work;
cognitivism explains how to present information so it sticks; constructivism explains why hands-on, meaning-
making experiences deepen understanding. Skilled teachers combine them — explicit instruction of

fundamentals...

TYPES & OPTIONS

~+ Behaviorism — Learning is a change in behavior shaped by reinforcement and practice (think: clear
objectives, practice, feedback, rewards). Associated with Skinner...

+» Cognitivism — Learning is about how the mind processes, stores, and retrieves information {think:
memory, attention, organizing knowledge). It powers ideas like...

« Constructivism — Learners actively build their own understanding by connecting new ideas to what they
know (think: inquiry, projects, discussion). Associated with...

WHY IT MATTERS

Why it helps you: when a school describes its approach ("we're Inquiry-based,” "we use direct instruction®),
you'll understand the theory behind it "+MD+" and know to ask how they balance the foundations, since children
need both strong basics and chances to apply them.
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AT A GLANCE

Three big families Behaviorism, cognitivism, cons...

Behaviorism Learning as behavior change
Cognitivism Learning as mental processing
Constructivism Learning as bullding understan...

In practice Schools blend all three

FREQUENTLY ASKED QUESTIONS
~» Which theory is "right"? — All capture something true — good teaching blends them.

+ How does this connect to teaching methods? — Methods like direct instruction (behaviorist/cognitivist)
and project-based learning (constructivist) grow from these theories.

+ Who are the big names? — Skinner/Pavlov (behaviorism), cognitive scientists (cognitivism),
Piaget/Vygotsky (constructivism).

« Dolneed to know these to help my child? — No — but they help you understand a school's approach.

READ THE FULL GUIDE
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Z HOW LEARNING WORKS

How Education Policy Works

WHAT IT IS5

In the U.S., there is no single national school system . Education is primarily a state and local responsibility, with
the federal government playing a targeted, mostly funding-and-civil-rights role. Understanding who decides
what helps you know where to direct a question — or advocate for change.

HOW IT WORKS

A policy usually travels a long path: a law or rule is set (by Congress, a state legislature, or a state board), an
agency writes guidance, a district adopts local policy, and a school implements it. What actually reaches your

child’s classroom Is shaped at every step — which is why local decisions matter so much.
TYPES & OPTIONS

«» Federal — Funds programs for specific needs (Title |, IDEA, meals), enforces civil-rights laws, and
collects data — but does not run schools or set curriculum

« State — Sets academic standards, graduation requirements, testing, teacher licensure, and school
accountability; provides much of the funding

+~ Local (district & school) — Hires staff, chooses curriculum and textbooks, sets schedules and budgets
within state rules, and runs day-to-day operations
WHO IT'S FOR

Key players include elected officials (Congress, legislatures, school boards), agencies (the U.S. and state
departments of education), state boards of education , superintendents , and — Importantly — families and
communities , who have a voice through school boards, public comment, and elections.
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AT A GLANCE

Most control State & local

Federal role Funding for specific needs + c...
Standards & graduation Set by states
Day-to-day Districts & schools

LW

You have A voice at every level

STEPS TO TAKE
« Classroom or school issue — Start with the teacher, then the principal
« District policy — Contact the district office or attend a school-board meeting

« Standards, testing, graduation, licensure — These are state-level — contact your state education
agency or legislator

~ Civil-rights concern — Federal and state civil-rights offices handle these

FREQUENTLY ASKED QUESTIONS

~+ Who sets what my child learns? — Mostly the state (standards) and district (curriculum) — not the federal
government.

«+ Who runs the schools? — Local districts, within state rules.
» What does the federal government do? — Funds targeted programs and enforces civil-rights laws.

« Howdolhave asay? — School boards, public comment, and elections at every level.

READ THE FULL GUIDE

tools.kK12academics.com
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4 HOWLEARNING WORKS

Understanding Ed Research

WHAT IT IS5

Education is full of confident claims — about programs, products, and methods that promise to boost learning.
some are well-supported; many arent. A little research literacy helps you tell the difference and make better
decisions for your child.

HOW IT WORKS

"

W

Ask for the evidence — "What research supporis this?" is a fair question
Beware single studies — One study is a starting point, not proof

Remember correlation isn't causation — Two things moving together doesnt mean one caused the
other

Watch for cherry-picking — Vendors highlight favorable results; look for the full picture
Check independence — Who funded or conducted the study?

TYPES & OPTIONS

w

Study design — Randomized and well-controlled studies give stronger causal evidence than casual
observation

Replication — Findings that hold up across multiple studies and settings are more trustworthy than a single
study

Sample — Bigger, more representative groups beat tiny or unusual ones
Peer review — Published, reviewed research is more reliable than marketing

Effect size — Ask not just "did it work?" but "how much?® and “for whom?"
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AT A GLANCE

Why it matters Claims about "what works" are...

Gold standard Well-designed, replicated stud...

Watch for

Hype, single studies, cherry-p...
Correlation Isn't causation

Be a savvy

Consumer of claims

WHY IT MATTERS

Where to look: for K-12, the federal What Works Clearinghouse reviews evidence on programs and practices.
Reading a plain-language summary from an independent source beats trusting a product’s own marketing. Being
a careful consumer protects your time, money, and — most importantly — your child’s learning.

FREQUENTLY ASKED QUESTIONS

« What does "evidence-based" mean? — ldeally, supported by well-designed, replicated research — but
the term is sometimes used loosely.

v Is one study enough? — No — look for findings that replicate across studies and settings.

~+ What's the most common error? — Confusing correlation with causation.

+ Where canlcheck programs? — The federal What Works Clearinghouse reviews K-12 evidence.

THE FULL GUIDE

tools.kK12academics.com
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It ISSUES & IDEAS

The Achievement Gap

WHAT IT I5

The achievement gap refers to persistent differences in educational outcomes — test scores, grades,
graduation and college-going rates — between groups of students (for example, by family income,
race/ethnicity, disability, or language background). Many educators now prefer the term opportunity gap , to
emphasize the differences in...

HOW IT WORKS

Gaps are typically measured by comparing average outcomes between groups — on state tests, national
assessments (like NAEP), grades, and graduation rates. A gap tells you a difference exists ; it doesnt by itself
explain why , which is where the debate lives.

TYPES & OPTIONS

+ Economic — Poverty, housing stability, health, and access to enrichment

~« School resources — Funding, teacher experience, class sizes, and course access
~ Early childhood — Differences in access to quality early learning

~ Systemic factors — Historical and structural inequities

+» Out-of-school time — Summer learning loss and access to enrichment
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AT A GLANCE
Achievement gap Differences In outcomes betwee...
Opportunity gap Differences in the resources b...

Measured by Testscores, grades, graduatio...

Widened by The COVID-19 disruption

Debated Causes & solutlons

WHY IT MATTERS

Why the framing matters: if you focus only on the "achievement® gap (the outcome), solutions center on
students and schools. If you focus on the "opportunity® gap (the inputs), solutions widen to include health,
housing, and early childhood. Most experis see both as connected. The COVID-19 disruption widened many

gaps, intensifying...
FREQUENTLY ASKED QUESTIONS

+ What's the difference between achievement and opportunity gap? — Achievement gap = differences
in outcomes; opportunity gap = differences in the resources/conditions behind them.

« Is there one agreed cause? — No — it's multi-causal and debated; most point to a mix of economic,
school, and systemic factors.

~ Did COVID affect it? — Yes — the pandemic widened many gaps.

« Can gaps close? — Individual schools and programs have narrowed gaps — it's an active area of work.
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s ISSUES & IDEAS

Education Reform

WHAT IT I5

"Education reform” is the broad, ongoing effort to improve schools — and it's been debated for well over a
century. Reform Is not one thing or one "side”; it's a set of competing ideas about what schools should do and
how. This guide lays out the major themes neutrally , so you can understand the conversation.

TYPES & OPTIONS

« Standards & accountability — Setting common learning goals and measuring results — praised for
clarity, criticized for over-testing

+ School choice — Charters, vouchers, and ESAs — praised for options, debated over public-funding and
equity effects (see our School Choice section)

+ Curriculum & content — Debates over what and how to teach (e.qg., reading methods, math, history) —
often intense and local

~« Funding & equity — How schools are funded and whether it's fair — a perennial issue
~ Teacher policy — Preparation, pay, evaluation, and tenure

~ Innovation — Technology, personalized learning, and new school models

WHY IT MATTERS

How to think about it: most reforms Involve trade-offs , and evidence is often mixed or context-dependent. A
reform that works in one setting may not transfer. Being a thoughtful observer means asking: What problem is
this solving? What's the evidence? What are the trade-offs? Who's affected?
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AT A GLANCE

What it is Efforts to improve schools

Long-running Debated for over a century
Themes Standards, cholce, funding, cu...
Our approach Neutral — we lay out the views

No consensus Reasonable people disagree

FREQUENTLY ASKED QUESTIONS

«~ Is education reform good or bad? — Neither as a whole — it's a set of competing ideas with trade-offs;
reasonable people disagree.

+ Why so much debate? — Schools reflect deep values, and evidence is often mixed or context-
dependent.

~ What's the biggest recent theme? — Standards/accountability and school choice have dominated recent
decades.

«+ Where canllearn the choice debate? — See our neutral School Choice section.

. K12 ACADEMICS — UNDERSTANDING EDUCATION EDUCATION REFORM 17


https://tools.k12academics.com/understanding-education/education-reform.html

B |SSUES & IDEAS

Sociology of Education

WHAT IT I5

The sociology of education looks at how schools and society influence each other — how schools can expand
opportunity, how they sometimes reproduce inequality, and all the social roles they play beyond teaching
subjects. It's a lens for the big "why" questions about schooling.

HOW IT WORKS

sociologists offer different perspectives : some emphasize how education opens doors and builds shared
civic life; others emphasize how schooling can reproduce existing advantages. Both capture real dynamics —
schools are powerful engines of opportunity and mirrors of the soclety around them.

TYPES & OPTIONS

« Social mobility — The idea that education can help people move up — and debates about how well it
does

~ Tracking / ability grouping — Sorting students into different levels or paths — with ongoing debate about
benefits and fairness

+ The "hidden curriculum"™ — The unspoken norms and expectations students absorb (punctuality, working
in groups, etc.)

~ Socialization — Schools help children learn to participate in society

« Equity & access — Who gets access to what — rigorous courses, resources, and opportunities

. K12 ACADEMICS — UNDERSTANDING EDUCATION SOCIOLOGY OF EDUCATION 18



AT A GLANCE

Field Schools & soclety

Big questions Maobllity, equity, opportunity
Concepts Tracking, hidden curriculum
Schools do More than teach subjects

F'EFEDEI:H'-."E! MI.III:IP lﬂ, debated views

WHY IT MATTERS

Why it's useful: this lens helps you see school as more than a place that delivers content. it shapes friendships,
aspirations, clvic habits, and life chances "+MD+" which is part of why choosing and shaping a school

environment matters so much.

FREQUENTLY ASKED QUESTIONS

+ Whatis the "hidden curriculum™? — The unspoken norms and social lessons students learn alongside
academics.

~ Does education create equality? — It can expand opportunity, but can also reflect existing inequalities —
both are true.

~ What is tracking? — Sorting students into levels/paths — debated for its effects on equity.

~ Why care about this? — It reveals the many roles schools play beyond teaching subjects.
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& ISSUES & IDEAS

Alternative Education

WHAT IT I5

Alternative education is an umbrella term for schooling that departs from the traditional model — either by
philosophy (innovative or non-standard approaches) or by purpose (serving students who need a different
environment to succeed). It's not one thing, and the label means very different things in different places.

TYPES & OPTIONS

« Innovative-model schools — Montessori, Waldorf, project-based, democratic, or other distinctive
approaches (see School Types & Teaching Methods)

« Alternative programs for at-risk students — Smaller, more flexible settings for students who struggled
In a traditional school — including credit recovery and dropout re-engagement

+~ Therapeutic [ special settings — Programs with added behavioral or emotional support
« MNon-traditional formats — Online, hybrid, self-paced, or competency-based programs

+ Homeschooling & microschools — Family- or community-based alternatives (see Homeschooling)

WHO IT'S FOR

Alternative setiings serve a wide range of students — from families choosing a distinctive philosophy , to

students who need a smaller or more flexible environment, to those getting back on track after difficulties. The
commaon thread Is fitting the student rather than forcing a one-size-fits-all mold.
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AT A GLANCE

What it is Non-traditional schools/progra...

Serve Students who need a different...
Ranges from Innovative models to creditre...
Mot one thing Many different forms

Goal Fit the student, not the mold

WHY IT MATTERS

What to look for: because the term is so broad, the key is understanding a specific program’s purpose,
approach, and track record . A strong alternative program can be transformative for the right student; ask about

class size, support, credentials, and outcomes.

FREQUENTLY ASKED QUESTIONS

« Is "alternative" the same as "for struggling students"? — Not necessarily — it can mean innovative
models or programs for students who need a different setting.

+ Are alternative schools lower quality? — No — quality varies; evaluate each program on its own merits.
+ Who are they for? — Anyone who fits better outside the traditional model, for many different reasons.

+ Where do | learn about specific models? — See our School Types and Teaching Methods sections.
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