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Educational Psychology has a long tradi-
tion as a specialty within the field of psy-
chology, formally recognized as a discipline
in 1910, when the Journal of Educational
Psychology (JEP) began publication. Early
psychologists, such as William James and
Wilhelm Wundt (e.g., Wundt, 1874; James,
1900) both focused on issues central to
educational psychology today (e.g., cog-
nitive processes, memory, and effective
teaching).

Indeed, our progress within our disci-
pline has the potential to improve the life
of almost every individual, in almost every
country, throughout the lifespan. Aside
from the classroom, educational psychol-
ogy can have an impact from the workplace
to the military proving ground and the ath-
letic arenas, in home and family life, and
beyond. Indeed, some believe that literacy
and education can improve both the length
and quality of life (e.g., Cleland, 1990). In
Latin America, for example, average life
expectancy increased from 40 to 70 years
at the same time literacy rates increased
from 30 to 85% among adults (Thorp,
1998, p. 2). Similarly impressive changes
in other countries have been summarized
by numerous scholars (e.g., Crafts, 2000,
p- 9). By many measures, the efforts of our
field have improved the lives of much of the
world’s population.

Yet after all these years of scholarship
and scientific study, significant challenges
remain. We live in an era of unprecedented
promise and unprecedented disparity. The
gap between the wealthy and poor has
increased to obscene proportions around
the world. Access to high-quality education
remains difficult for too many, even in the
wealthiest countries. Some children carry
laptops to school and live in constant con-
nection with the resources of the internet,
while in some areas students risk physical
danger just to go to school. Further, while
literacy rates have improved around the
world, many students within the US and
elsewhere choose not to complete their
secondary school education, a decision that
has a profound impact on the trajectory of

these students’ lives. Sadly, many of these
students report dropping out of second-
ary school due to factors such as boredom
(Archambault et al., 2009) rather than an
inability to succeed in school.

Violence, bullying, and sexual harass-
ment are issues we need to address in the
21st century. In some areas we are also
seeing a disturbing trend toward exclu-
sion (or segregation) of girls from formal
education. In many countries we rely upon
high-stakes tests to make important deci-
sions about students, while at the same time
arguing that it is the “21st century skills”
of creativity, problem-solving, and infor-
mation literacy that we care most about.
Thus, while employers report a lack of work
ethic, writing ability, and critical-thinking
skills in recent graduates (Borja, 2006) the
educational system continues to prioritize
assessment of basic cognitive abilities rather
than these “21st century skills.” Educational
psychologists can, and should, have some-
thing to say about these issues.

Would the earliest educational psy-
chologists imagine that over 80 years after
the unprecedented Winnetka experiment
(Corcoran, 1927) that mastery learning
(and other scientifically supported edu-
cational practices) is scarce in modern
classrooms? What would they make of our
dropout rates, and the racial/ethnic dispari-
ties therein (Greene and Winters, 2002)?
And what would they make of our spend-
ing priorities in light of the crowded classes
we often see and the embarrassingly poor
compensation teachers receive for their cru-
cial work? What would they make of the fact
that up to half of the eager young teachers in
the USA leave the profession within 5 years
(Ingersoll and Kralik, 2004)?

As we move into the 21st century, we
as educational psychologists and scientists
have emerging tools to measure and explore
human biology, development, cognition,
emotion, behavior, memory, and learning
in ways previous generations could only
dream of. We have statistical tools to allow
us to model processes and systems in highly
sophisticated ways through the impressive

computing power available in even the most
inexpensive computers today. Yet we also
work in a world where intellectual relativ-
ism seems increasingly common — where
“opinion and hypothesis” reign, as the
original editors of the JEP noted 100 years
ago. Policymakers and practitioners seem
increasingly disdainful of scientific findings
at the same time that we live in a world of
unimaginable scientific breakthroughs.
What would James and Wundt and Aristotle
and Plato think of school boards in the
USA removing discussion of the “theory”
of evolution from the curriculum while sci-
entists are decoding our DNA and creating
self-replicating synthetic life (Henderson,
2010)? What would they think of girls in
certain countries being denied education
while at the same time women scientists are
leading groundbreaking research through-
out the sciences?

Many of us are impatient for the field
to utilize best practices in research meth-
ods. For example, Robert Slavin, argued
that at the “dawn of the 21 century, edu-
cational research is finally entering the 20"
century.” (Slavin, 2002, p. 15). We in the
social sciences are guilty of often fail-
ing to utilize the most rigorous scientific
tools available. In a recent 2-year period,
the JEP contained only 14.6% true experi-
mental designs, down from 60.0% in 1969
(Osborne, 2008). Furthermore, almost one-
quarter of the studies published in this same
2-year period used college undergraduates
as the sole study participants. Would our
forebears recognize research published in
top Educational Psychology journals today
as the type that they envisioned a century
ago — research that speaks to educators
yearning to identify best practices? And
where is the funding for this challenging,
yet important research? Within the US there
is renewed effort to fund high quality educa-
tional research, but this comes after decades
of neglect and reductions in funding.

Our challenge, a century from the found-
ing of our discipline, is to be vigorously
relevant, using the best tools and methods
available. As the editors of JEP noted a

www.frontiersin.org

September 2010 | Volume 1 | Article 157 | 1



Osborne and Mollette

Challenges for educational psychology

century ago, we need to engage policymak-
ers and practitioners and to show them the
value of funding rigorous research in our
discipline. Our challenge today, as it was
100 years ago, is to identify best practices
in education and equip current and future
teachers with this knowledge to create
rigorous, productive, engaging classroom
environments. In the original JEP edito-
rial, the editors identified that time as being
“ripe for the study of schoolroom prob-
lems in the schoolroom itself by the use
of the experimental method.” This remains
true today.

It can be our legacy to make the 21st
century the moment when we shrug off the
shackles of outdated practices, eschew new
ideas that are unproven or ineffective, focus
on practices that provide the best cost/ben-
efit ratio, and promote demonstrably best
practices in whatever aspect of educational
psychology we find ourselves working in.
As our understanding of the human brain,
biology, chemistry, and social psychology
increase, we can leverage this new knowledge
in ways previous generations of researchers
could never have imagined. With the poten-
tial of the internet to communicate research
worldwide (especially through open-access
scientific publishing!) we, as educational
psychologists have unprecedented ability
to fulfill the original vision of the field as
laid out in that original editorial a century
ago — to reach out to practitioners, policy-
makers, and other researchers to dissemi-
nate important findings. We can collaborate
easily with individuals in other locations,
and work toward a body of knowledge that
helps educators identify what works best for
whom, and under what conditions.

One example of this sort of work is
impressive body of research by Finn and
colleagues (e.g., Finn and Achilles, 1999;
Finn et al., 2003) that has shown the effi-
cacy of class size reduction in the primary
grades on a host of important student
outcomes, particularly for those students
from traditionally disadvantaged groups
(e.g., in the US, students of color; Achilles
et al., 1998).

Instructional technology has been the
coming panacea since the time of B. F.
Skinner (e.g., Skinner, 1960, 1961), and
also seems to have the potential for eras-
ing educational disparities. For example,
a meta-analysis of 10 years of writing

research shows some positive effects on
collaboration, effort,and quality in student
writing (Goldberg et al., 2003), but other
studies find negative effects of instruc-
tional technology (e.g., Papanastasiou
et al., 2003). Still other research suggests
that the most beneficial technologies for
student achievement appear least likely
to be used in the classroom (Lei and
Zhao, 2007).

Still other scholars have shown that
returning to basics such as active learning
and guided inquiry can make a powerful
difference in academic outcomes, again
particularly for students at risk (Blanchard
etal.,2010). The adoption of manipulatives
in early grades mathematics classrooms is
a testament to the power of educational
psychology to change the landscape of the
classroom (e.g., Moyer, 2001).

The list of victories is long, and our
space is short. While there have been
many victories in the last century, substan-
tial challenges remain. Our hope for this
journal is that scholars will use this open-
access forum to disseminate the most rig-
orous science to scholars and practitioners
around the world. Our lofty goals remain
the same today as those enumerated by
the JEP editorial board 100 years ago — to
do no less than make the world a better
place for as many as possible as quickly
as possible. We invite you to join us in
this endeavor!
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