
Universal Benefits of School 
Programs that Bolster Behavioral 

Health and Educational Success
Congressional Briefing 4/19/2023

Mark J. Van Ryzin

University of Oregon



Mental Health During 
the Pandemic

The COVID-19 pandemic had a 
significant and substantial 
negative impact on student 
mental health.

Source: Strength in our Voices, 2020
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Presentation Title 3

Even Before the 
Pandemic……



Similar Story for 
Academics

Students lose up to a year’s worth of learning

• Only 63-68% of the gains in reading and 
37-50% of the gains in mathematics 
compared to a typical school year

• Nearly 7 million students could drop out

➢ Low-income and/or underrepresented 
families are particularly vulnerable

Source: Azevedo et al., 2020; Dorn et al., 2020; Kuhfeld et al., 2020



Even Before the Pandemic……
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The pandemic did 
not create these 

problems.

It just made them worse.



➢ Are social issues at the root of  the problem?



Learning is Profoundly 
Social

Negative peer interactions create risk
• Are highly stressful

• Interfere with learning

• Create mental health problems

Positive peer interactions are protective
• Reduce stress

• Enhance engagement and achievement

• Reduce mental health problems
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School Closings 
Revealed Limitations
Students with social capital were better able 
to cope
• Existing friendship networks
• More able to access social connection and 

support
• Avoid or attenuate school engagement 

and mental health problems

Students will less social capital were less 
able to cope
• Few friends
• Less able to access social connection and 

support
• More severe school engagement and 

mental health problems



How can we generate peer connection and 
social capital for students that need it most?

Put students in small learning 
groups under specific conditions
(cooperative or peer learning)

1. Create the incentive to 
collaborate

2. Ensure individual accountability

3. Explicitly develop group social 
skills

4. Guide group processing and 
reflection

Without this structure, we run 
the risk of generating negative 
outcomes

• Conflict over approach/tasks

• Loafing/free-riding

• Negative social and academic 
outcomes



➢Small-group learning can overcome student limitations



Social, Behavioral, Mental Health Benefits of 
Cooperative Learning
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➢The pedagogy is just as important as the curriculum

Van Ryzin & 
Roseth (2019), 
Aggressive 
Behavior

Van Ryzin & 
Roseth (2019), J 
of Applied Devel
Psychology

Van Ryzin & 
Roseth (2020), 
Journal of Early 
Adolescence



Reduced Disparities for Students of Color, 
Students with Disabilities

Source: Van Ryzin et al. 2020, 2023
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Why isn’t it more 
prevalent?

1. Core principles not widely understood

2. Can be complex to design and deliver

3. Educators lack sufficient training and 
support

PeerLearning.net: a software platform
for implementing small-group learning

• Fidelity to design principles

• Accepts existing curricula and learning 
materials in any subject

• Scalable, accessible, sustainable



• Significant growth in all five CASEL SEL competencies and peer relations/support
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PeerLearning.net vs. Business as Usual

Intervention Control

Initial Results from a Randomized Trial

• Significant improvements in sleep quality

• Significant improvements in teacher efficacy and reductions in stress/burnout

• Significant reductions in drug use, stress, mental health problems

• Dosage effects



Take-Aways

School does not give sufficient attention to 
social aspects of learning and mental health.

SEL doesn’t always imply a program or a 
curriculum; this structured small-group 
pedagogy can work just a well, or better.

The barriers to implementing this small-group 
pedagogy can be addressed with technology.

The effects are likely to be strongest for those 
students that need it the most.



Resources
• https://www.peerlearning.net/

• Web site with information, videos, and resources related to 
PeerLearning.net

• https://www.theconversation.com/small-group-learning-
can-mitigate-the-effects-of-school-closures-but-only-if-
teachers-use-it-well-170701
• Summary of findings on cooperative learning written for 

practitioners

• https://medium.com/@markv_13139/addressing-
prejudice-and-building-racial-equity-in-schools-
31ad34eee683
• How cooperative learning can contribute to diversity, equity, and 

inclusion

• Please contact me if you would like professional 
development resources for cooperative learning

https://www.peerlearning.net/
https://www.theconversation.com/small-group-learning-can-mitigate-the-effects-of-school-closures-but-only-if-teachers-use-it-well-170701
https://www.theconversation.com/small-group-learning-can-mitigate-the-effects-of-school-closures-but-only-if-teachers-use-it-well-170701
https://www.theconversation.com/small-group-learning-can-mitigate-the-effects-of-school-closures-but-only-if-teachers-use-it-well-170701
https://medium.com/@markv_13139/addressing-prejudice-and-building-racial-equity-in-schools-31ad34eee683
https://medium.com/@markv_13139/addressing-prejudice-and-building-racial-equity-in-schools-31ad34eee683
https://medium.com/@markv_13139/addressing-prejudice-and-building-racial-equity-in-schools-31ad34eee683
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