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The new question-of-the-week is:

How and why do you practice retrieval practice in your classroom?How and why do you practice retrieval practice in your classroom?

The strategy of retrieval practice has been shown by research to be an extremely effective teaching
and learning strategy time and time again. Today’s post will explore what it is and what are the
different ways it can look like in the classroom.

Today’s contributors are Blake Harvard, Vivian Micolta Simmons, Luiza Mureseanu, Dr. Donna
Wilson, and Diane Dahl. Blake, Vivian, and Luiza were also guests on my 10-minute BAM! Radio
Show. You can also find a list of, and links to, previous shows here.

I’ve used retrieval practice in a number of ways. I’d like to highlight two here.
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In my long-term English-language-learner support class, we began a regular retrieval practice warm-
up—after we studied the research behind it. Each student had a “Retrieval Practice Notebook.” When
they first came to class, they wrote what they thought had been the most important thing they had
learned the previous day in each of their classes. That was followed by partner and classwide sharing.
Not only did that help individual student learning, it also was an excellent way to help “catch-up” a
student who had been absent since they all had the same classes.

In my history class, every unit test includes a blank sheet at the end. There, students can write
anything else they remember learning during the unit. I often find that the insights students share on
that sheet to be a better gauge of higher-level learning and thinking than their responses to the
specific questions on the test!

You might also be interested in The Best Resources For Learning About Retrieval Practice.

‘The Brain Dump’

Blake Harvard is an AP Psychology teacher at James Clemens High School in Madison, Ala. His blog focuses
on the application of cognitive psychology in the classroom. You can find Blake on Twitter at
@effortfuleduktr.

I use retrieval practice quite often in my classroom. Anytime I want my students to assess their
learning, I want them attempting to retrieve that information from memory. Over a century of
research suggests that retrieval of memory produces better long-term retention of material than
simple restudy of material (rereading notes or highlighting information).

The most important aspect of retrieval practice is students are attempting to access the information
from their memory and are not provided any assistance or cues while completing the assessment. I
tell my students that retrieval practice is the truest way to know what they know and what they don’t
know, provided they don’t use any notes or peers for assistance. Without assessment using retrieval
practice, teachers and students are making assumptions about the knowledge students possess.

Retrieval practice can be easy and simple to implement in the classroom, and it takes on many forms:
answering multiple-choice or matching questions, written essay response, class discussion, and/or a
project that requires subject knowledge to complete. Here are a couple of my favorite go-to activities:

The Brain Dump – Students use either pencil/paper or word processor to write down any and all
information they can about a particular subject or concept. They should not use any assistance
while completing this. If they know it well enough, they should be able to write it down. Anything
they cannot write without assistance needs to be looked at again by students. I frequently use
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brain dumps to begin class, giving students 5-10 minutes to write everything down. Then,
students turn to partners and tell what information they wrote and find out what their partner
wrote down. Finally, this turns into a whole-class discussion of that major idea or concept that was
originally presented. This activity is especially useful when implemented after a significant period
of time between information presentation and brain-dump assessment (the spacing effect).

Last Lesson, Last Week, Last Month – This activity requires a bit more planning but is very useful.
I look back to the most important information presented yesterday, last week, and last month. I
then choose three questions from each and ask students to answer (retrieval practice) the
questions with no assistance. I tell my students that even though there’s been a period of time
between when we originally learned about these subjects, they are still important. It is quite
interesting to discuss with students which set of questions they were more successful completing.
This activity is especially effective if the current day’s lesson relates to some of the material
assessed either last week or last month. It lets the students know that the importance of studying a
particular topic doesn’t end with the summative assessment. Knowledge builds knowledge.

I find it difficult to believe that a teacher can establish an effective classroom without the use of
retrieval practice. There is no better tool for finding holes in students’ learning. This information is
powerful for both teacher and student. For the teacher, discovering that a large percentage of the
class didn’t grasp a concept should inform future instruction and perhaps elicit a revisit of some
material. For the student, understanding what they know and what they don’t know should perhaps
prioritize what material is covered during future studies.

‘Flashcards & visuals’

Vivian Micolta Simmons was born in Colombia and has been in the U.S. for seven years. She has been a
teacher for 14 years and is currently working as a ESL/DLI lead teacher for the Iredell-Statesville schools in
N.C:
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There are three main processes involved in human memory: encoding, storage, and recalling
(retrieval). As teachers, we are continually seeking ways to help our students learn new information
and remember it to create meaningful new memories and make them a part of their long-term
learning.

Retrieval practice is an effective way to help students remember something they have previously
learned to make new connections and boost learning. I think this is a great way to start a class and
“break the ice.” There is nothing more meaningful than creating stronger memories while learning.
Examples of retrieval practices that I have used in class include concept maps and graphic organizers
—individually and in groups—which will involve students with the lesson and concepts taught,
flashcards and visuals, writing prompts, and practice activities like songs.

When I talk about songs, I think about sites like Flocabulary, where concepts are taught with catchy
rap songs. These are a fun way to introduce a lesson or as a warm-up for a follow-up session.

When I think about teaching and learning, and explicitly recalling information, I often like to revisit a
quote attributed to various people: “tell me, and I forget, teach me, and I may remember, involve me,
and I will understand.”

Working With ELLs

Luiza Mureseanu is an instructional resource teacher-K-12, for ESL/ELD programs, in the Peel District
School Board, Ontario, with over 17 years of teaching middle and high school students in Canada and
Romania.

Retrieval practice is an excellent method I like to use in various domains of teaching language, but I
use it particularly for building up fluency and oral-language skills. It works well with all ELLs on
various levels of language acquisition because it is flexible and easy to adapt.



For example, students have a few familiar topics they use every week for short speaking activities that
takes 15 to 20 minutes of class time. For example, every Monday, students are expected to talk about
their weekend. They all have to respond to the same prompt/question in about two minutes. The
question is very open-ended: How did you spend your weekend? Tell me something interesting about your
weekend. They take turns to answer and build fluency. Each session will have a different focus on the
words they need to retrieve, revisit, and retain.

One time they might select all action words (verbs) and build lists and banks of words. They will use
the selected words to learn more about vocabulary, tenses, differences between regular and irregular
verbs, spelling. Once this task is completed, they can focus on another bank of words, nouns and
adjectives, and focus on descriptive language.

Teaching Students The ‘Why’ Behind It

Dr. Donna Wilson is a psychologist and author of 20 books, including Developing Growth Mindsets,
Teaching Students to Drive Their Brains, and Five Big Ideas for Effective Teaching (2nd Edition). Dr.
Wilson can be reached at donna@brainsmart.org; visit her website at www.brainsmart.org.

Diane Dahl has been a teacher for 13 years, having taught grades 2-4 throughout her career. Mrs. Dahl
currently teaches 3rd and 4th grade GT-ELAR/SS in Lovejoy ISD in Fairview, Texas. Follow her on Twitter
at @DahlD, and visit her website at www.fortheloveofteaching.net:

Exciting new research conducted over the past decade places retrieval practice squarely within a
group of powerful learning and memory strategies that can help to transform student achievement!
Simply put, retrieval practice is the act of trying to recall information without having it in front of you.

Traditionally, teachers have worked long and hard to download lots of information into young brains
—that is, to teach so that students encode knowledge into long-term memory with tools such as
lecture and review sheets. In the past, it has been said that when such methods were used, teachers
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often learned more than the students because they were working hard while students were passive
recipients of knowledge.

Now we know that retrieval practice works as a way for students to actively work their brains, enhance
knowledge, and access what they have learned. In other words, retrieval practice helps students to
bring information front of mind as a way to boost learning. When information is deliberately recalled,
students learn to pull out knowledge and see what they know.

Active retrieval practice is most effective when students understand the “why” behind it. Mrs. Dahl
uses various methods to teach students how the brain learns and connects new knowledge to existing
knowledge. Once learners have a grasp on the concept, Mrs. Dahl shows students a city map and asks
them to focus on a two-block section. They spend considerable time discussing street names and
landmarks. Finally, Mrs. Dahl puts the map away, and students are asked to work together to write
down how to get to the area on the map. Students are inevitably flummoxed and point out that they
were only able to study a small section of the map. That’s when Mrs. Dahl has them!

Comparing a road map to connections in the brain, kids discover that studying only a small section of
a map is just like reinforcing a small section of neurons in the brain. It doesn’t matter how well you
were able to recall the small square of map/neurons if you don’t know how to access it. This is often a
watershed moment for learners and revolutionizes how they look at learning and studying.
Foundational retrieval practice reinforces the “why” behind the practice and becomes part of the
language of the classroom.

Educators can boost learning and help recall by leveraging short, informal preteach quizzes combined
with meaningful interaction of content. For example, Mrs. Dahl’s 4th grade study of events leading up
to the Mexican-American War begins with a three-question quiz. The first question is on connected
content students already know, while the last two are based on content to be learned. Since brains are
primed to learn after a mistake, students tune in to see if their answers were correct and thus are more
likely to remember the information. Once the content has been presented, collaborative groups apply
their new understanding to analyze the ethics of events leading up to the war from the points of view
of both Mexico and the United States. This activity purposefully stretches students’ thinking in a
meaningful way and boosts their future retrieval of knowledge. Success is evident by the informal
questioning of kids as they enter class the next day and their application of what they learned in future
projects.

Music should not be overlooked as a powerful tool for retrieval practice. This was brought home to
Mrs. Dahl after watching her 3rd graders struggle year after year with subject-verb agreement on the
district benchmark. After watching the Music Notes video on subject-verb agreement, the kids not
only begged for more, but the rate of correct answers on the benchmark went up. As a result, music
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has been used as an intentional retrieval tool in the classroom ever since.

Thanks to Blake, Vivian, Luiza, Donna, and Diane for their contributions!

Please feel free to leave a comment with your reactions to the topic or directly to anything that has
been said in this post.

Consider contributing a question to be answered in a future post. You can send one to me at
lferlazzo@epe.org. When you send it in, let me know if I can use your real name if it’s selected or if
you’d prefer remaining anonymous and have a pseudonym in mind.

You can also contact me on Twitter at @Larryferlazzo.

Education Week has published a collection of posts from this blog, along with new material, in an e-
book form. It’s titled Classroom Management Q&As: Expert Strategies for Teaching.

Just a reminder; you can subscribe and receive updates from this blog via email (The RSS feed for this blog,
and for all Ed Week articles, has been changed by the new redesign—new ones won’t be available until
February). And if you missed any of the highlights from the first nine years of this blog, you can see a
categorized list below.

This Year’s Most Popular Q&A Posts
Race & Racism in Schools
School Closures & the Coronavirus Crisis
Classroom-Management Advice
Best Ways to Begin the School Year
Best Ways to End the School Year
Student Motivation & Social-Emotional Learning
Implementing the Common Core
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Facing Gender Challenges in Education
Teaching Social Studies
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Using Tech in the Classroom
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Reading Instruction
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Education Policy Issues
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Math Instruction
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Entering the Teaching Profession
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Mistakes in Education
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