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Abstract
Over the past 30  years, several reviews have examined scholarly contributions of 
individual researchers and institutions in the field of educational psychology (Fong 
et al., Educational Psychology Review 34:2379–2403, 2022; Greenbaum et al., Edu-
cational Psychology Review 28:215–223, 2016; Hsieh et  al., Contemporary Edu-
cational Psychology 29:333–343, 2004; Jones et  al., Contemporary Educational 
Psychology 35:11–16, 2010; Smith et  al., Contemporary Educational Psychology 
23:173–181, 1998; Smith et  al., Contemporary Educational Psychology 28:422–
430, 2003). However, no reviews have specifically examined scholarly impact 
as measured by citations since (Walberg, Current Contents 22:5–14, 1990) did so 
over 34  years ago. The present review focused on the period from 1988 to 2023, 
identifying the most cited articles and authors since Walberg’s study that focused 
on the period from 1966–1988. Whereas most of the previous reviews have been 
limited in terms of brief time periods (e.g., six years) and a small set of journals 
(e.g., five), our scope included 12 educational psychology journals across 36 years. 
The most cited article (over 9000 times) by (Ryan and Deci, Contemporary Educa-
tional Psychology 25:54–67, 2000) had more than twice as many citations as the 
second most cited article by (Pintrich and Groot, Journal of Educational Psychology 
82:33–40, 1990). Most of the top 30 most cited articles, including four of the top 
five, addressed the topic of motivation. With regard to highly cited authors, the top 
five were John Sweller, Richard E. Mayer, Fred Paas, Richard M. Ryan, and Rein-
hard Pekrun. Several of the 30 most cited authors have never appeared in previous 
lists of most productive authors. Finally, keyword and cluster analyses revealed most 
popular topics and collaborative networks among many of the most cited authors 
that may partly explain their productivity. Examining article and author impact is an 
important complement to productivity when considering scholarly contributions to 
the field of educational psychology.

Keywords  Educational psychology · Research impact · Citation rate · Publication 
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Overview

The field of educational psychology owes its origin to Edward Thorndike over 
100  years ago but also was influenced by William James, John Dewey, and G. 
Stanley Hall. The field has retained some of its defining features since its incep-
tion (e.g., what researchers study) as well as undergone changes (e.g., growth 
in discipline-specific terminology; Dumas et  al., 2015). Several studies have 
explored nuances of the field’s evolution throughout various time periods over 
the past 30 + years (e.g., Alexander et al., 2012; Brady et al., 2023; Dumas et al., 
2015; Reinhart et al., 2013; Robinson et al., 2007; Hsieh et al., 2005). These stud-
ies have highlighted static and/or emerging trends in such areas as the field’s sci-
entific rigor, the empirical methods used, and whether recommendations for prac-
tice are offered, to name a few. Other studies have examined both individual and 
scholarly contributions to the field by measuring productivity (Brady et al., 2023; 
Fong et al., 2022; Greenbaum et al., 2016; Hsieh et al., 2004; Jones et al., 2010; 
Smith et al., 1998, 2003). Of the productivity studies, none have examined author 
and article impact as measured by citations since Walberg (1990). By examining 
impact along with productivity, we may better understand ways in which educa-
tional psychology is emerging as a science and those factors that have influenced 
it. These possible insights provided motivation for the present review.

Prior Measures of Scholarly Contributions to the Field

Productivity has been studied consistently since 1991 to examine individual con-
tributions to the field. Identifying the top-producing scholars and institutions in 
educational psychology journals allows the field to determine the individuals and 
places that lead in the production of new knowledge. These studies have consist-
ently focused on a few (5–6) primary educational psychology journals over short 
(5- to 6-year) periods (i.e., 1991–1996, 1997–2002, 2003–2008, 2009–2014, and 
2015–2021).

To calculate research productivity, two primary methods have been used: arti-
cle counts and points. The article count method simply involves counting the 
number of articles on which a researcher has been an author or co-author. This 
method rewards mentors who co-author with junior researchers. The article point 
method, as defined by Howard et al. (1987), uses a graduated formula that consid-
ers both author position and total number of authors for an article. By applying 
this approach, a more refined understanding of an author’s contribution is cap-
tured, acknowledging that not all authored publications carry the same weight and 
that author position signifies varying levels of involvement. However, the point 
method might punish mentors for publishing with teams of junior researchers. 
Unfortunately, neither the point nor count methods can prevent groups of authors 
from gaming the system by simply including each other as co-authors on articles 
regardless of contribution (Etchells & Chambers, 2015).
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Although both the article count and point methods can serve as complementary 
tools for quantifying the productivity of researchers as one measure of influence 
to the field, they fall short in evaluating the substantive impact of the research 
produced. For instance, a researcher functioning as a sole author or occupying 
a prominent position as the first or second co-author might accumulate higher 
points or a greater number of publications; however, this numerical representa-
tion does not address whether the work influences the field. As such, the purpose 
of the present review was to examine the impact of both researchers and their 
articles using different, more nuanced measures that provide further insight into 
those who have shaped the field.

Alternative Measures of Contributions to the Field

To obtain an alternate view of scholarly contribution, “total citations” serves as a 
valuable metric that reflects the scholarly influence and significance of one’s work. 
Its offers a quantitative measure of the extent to which a researcher’s work has been 
referenced by the academic community. This metric transcends the mere count of 
publications and accounts for the enduring impact of research contributions on sub-
sequent studies, theories, and practices within the field of educational psychology 
(Agarwal et al., 2016). Walberg (1990) published the first citation analysis of edu-
cational psychology journals using 1966 to 1988 data. He reported the most cited 
articles but not the most cited authors. The most cited article from 1966 to 1988 was 
Arthur Jensen’s (1969) controversial “How much can we boost IQ and scholastic 
achievement?” in Harvard Educational Review with 1013 citations. We sought to 
update (1988 to 2023) and also extend (most cited authors) to this research.

It is important to note that although total citations can be a valuable, alternative 
measure of researchers’ contributions in educational psychology, it may be unduly 
influenced by a few highly cited articles rather than reflecting a consistent and sus-
tained contribution to the field. Further, using total citations as a measure may favor 
researchers who have been in the field longer as older articles tend to have more 
citations than newer articles. For these reasons, it is also important to calculate mean 
citations per year for articles to provide another measure of impact.

In addition to total citations and mean citations per year, there is yet another 
measure that combines individual productivity and impact. The h-index was pro-
posed by Hirsch (2005) and considers both the number of publications and citations 
to balance quantity and impact. An h-index of 10 simply means that an author has 
10 publications that have been cited at least 10 times. A researcher may be very pro-
ductive but have a low h-index if the articles are not often cited by others. Likewise, 
a researcher may be a one-hit wonder (i.e., have only one very highly cited article) 
which also results in a low h-index. Thus, a high h-index indicates both productivity 
and impact, and identifies authors who are both productive and produce influential 
work.
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The Present Review

The purpose of the present review was to provide an alternative approach to iden-
tifying those persons in the field of educational psychology who have made sig-
nificant contributions during the past 36 years by calculating (a) total citations and 
mean citations per year for articles and (b) total citations and the h-index of highly 
cited researchers. By exploring the contributions of individuals who have signifi-
cantly shaped and advanced the discipline during this time frame, our review may 
serve as a useful resource for those (e.g., administrators, award selection commit-
tees) searching for additional ways to measure scholarly contributions in educational 
psychology. To identify the researchers and articles that have been most influential, 
we examined 12 educational psychology journals over the recent 36-year period. We 
also examined collaboration networks to identify the extent to which top authors 
were  directly or indirectly connected in their research endeavors. The primary 
research questions were the following:

(1)	 What are the most cited articles, as defined by total citations and mean citations 
per year, that have appeared in the 12 educational psychology journals between 
the years 1988 and 2023?

(2)	 Who are the most cited authors as determined by total citations, and what is their 
h-index?

(3)	 For those top authors, what is the extent to which they collaborate with each 
other?

(4)	 What are the most popular topics studied according to article keywords?

Method

Journal Selection

Walberg’s (1990) review included 16 core educational psychology journals. Some 
are educational psychology journals simply given the titles, and we chose to include 
them in our review (e.g., the Journal of Educational Psychology, Educational Psy-
chologist, Contemporary Educational Psychology, British Journal of Educational 
Psychology). However, others are perhaps too general to be considered educational 
psychology (Review of Educational Research, the American Educational Research 
Journal, Harvard Educational Review, Educational Researcher) or specifically 
focused on only one area such as reading (e.g., Reading Research Quarterly, Read-
ing Teacher, the Journal of Reading Behavior). Therefore, we used two selection 
criteria in the present review: (1) journals had to be generally considered “educa-
tional psychology” journals by the research team and (2) they had to register an 
impact factor as determined by the Web of Science database.

We decided on a list of 12 top-tier journals; this list was considerably more inclu-
sive than previous lists used in productivity studies but was not too long where jour-
nals with questionable relevance to the field or with very low or no impact factors 
were included. We examined articles published from 1988 to 2023 in the following 
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journals: the British Journal of Educational Psychology, Cognition and Instruction, 
Contemporary Educational Psychology, Educational Psychologist, Educational 
Psychology, Educational Psychology Review, European Journal of Psychology of 
Education, Instructional Science, Journal of Educational Psychology, Journal 
of Experimental Education, Journal of the Learning Sciences, and Learning and 
Instruction. Three of the journals, Educational Psychology Review, Journal of the 
Learning Sciences, and Learning and Instruction, started after 1988. Whereas Wal-
berg’s list of journals were mostly from the USA, over half of the journals in our list 
were based outside of the USA.

Search Process

Using the database Scopus, we retrieved 15,274 articles spanning 1988 to 2023 on 
April 19, 2024. These articles included empirical studies, reviews, errata, and edito-
rials. Article data included author names and affiliations, title, publication year, and 
number of citations for each article.

Data Extraction and Analysis

The data were downloaded in CSV and BibTex format, ensuring compatibility with 
various analytical tools and facilitating seamless data manipulation. R Studio (Bib-
liometrix/Biblioshing) and VOSviewer were used to facilitate the exploration of 
bibliographic data by visualizing patterns, connections, and trends within the large 
dataset. These analyses are described below.

Most Highly Cited Articles

To determine the 30 most highly cited articles based on total citations, articles were 
ordered based on citation counts. In addition to extracting the total citations for each 
article, we calculated mean citations per year, yielding an additional list of top 30 
articles. Eighteen articles appeared in both lists; thus, there were 42 unique articles.

Author Contributions

For an examination of author contributions to the field of educational psychology, 
the total number of authors involved in all publications was extracted using R Stu-
dio. To ensure the accuracy and reliability of our analyses, we cross-validated our 
findings using VOSviewer. Notably, both our R Studio analysis and VOSviewer 
yielded identical numbers of publications and citations for the 30 authors. The 
interpretation of author names may vary across analytical tools due to differences 
in abbreviation conventions, variations in surnames, or other formatting disparities 
(e.g., “PAAS F” also appeared as “PAAS FGWC”); therefore, we manually checked 
for any duplicates. For each of top 30 authors, the h-index was pulled from Scopus, 
the Web of Science, and Google Scholar. It has been recommended to use at least 
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two different databases given that databases can differ in their h-indices listed for 
authors (Henzinger et al., 2010).

Collaboration Network Among Top Authors

In addition to the comprehensive analysis of individual author contributions, our 
review delved into the intricate network of collaborations among the top authors 
in our list. By examining co-authorship patterns, we sought to decode the underly-
ing associations driving collaborative research endeavors within the field of educa-
tional psychology. This approach offers several advantages. First, it elucidates the 
interconnectedness of scholarly communities, highlighting the synergies and shared 
research interests that facilitate knowledge exchange and innovation. By identify-
ing key hubs of collaboration, we can discern emerging trends and interdisciplinary 
intersections. Moreover, analyzing collaboration networks provides insight into the 
nature of researcher contributions—more specifically, the distribution of expertise 
and resources and the fostering of opportunities for cross-disciplinary work and col-
lective problem-solving.

To analyze the collaborations among the top authors, the data were loaded into 
VOSviewer and then the top 30 authors (based on total citations) were selected. 
Clusters were presented in the data output; a cluster reflected at least two authors. 
Individual authors were not linked with any cluster. The number of authors per clus-
ter was counted as were those who were not linked to anyone.

Most Popular Topics

Finally, to determine the most popular topics, we included a keyword analysis. All 
keywords listed for the 42 unique articles (those that had the most citations or most 
mean citations year) were analyzed in a manner similar to the collaboration network 
analysis.

Results

Research Output of All Twelve Journals

The number of articles, total citations, citations per article, and 2022 Web of Sci-
ence impact factor for each journal are presented in Table 1. In total, these journals 
contributed 15,274 articles with 1,037,091 citations. Consistent with what Walberg 
(1990) reported, the Journal of Educational Psychology had the most articles (2605) 
and citations (309,323).

Most Cited Articles

Lists of the 30 most cited articles based on total citations and mean citations per 
year are provided in Tables 2 and 3, respectively. The article “Intrinsic and extrinsic 
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motivations: Classic definitions and new directions” by Ryan and Deci (2000) was 
the mostly highly cited (9258) based on total citations. This article was also the 
mostly highly cited based on the mean citations per year (370). The article “Motiva-
tional and self-regulated learning components of classroom academic performance” 
by Pintrich and De Groot (1990) received the second most total citations with 4471, 
and the article “Intrinsic and extrinsic motivation from a self-determination theory 
perspective: Definitions, theory, practices, and future directions” by Ryan and Deci 
(2020) received the second highest mean citations per year with 317. It is notewor-
thy that these most cited articles all pertained to student motivation.

The 42 most cited articles mostly appeared in four journals: Educational Psy-
chologist, 12; Journal of Educational Psychology, 9; Contemporary Educational 
Psychology, 7; and Educational Psychology Review, 6. The remaining eight most 
cited articles appeared in the other eight journals. John Sweller co-authored the most 
“hit” articles with six, followed by Fred Paas with four, and Reinhard Pekrun, Paul 
Pintrich (deceased), and Barry Zimmerman each with three.

Author Contributions

Across the 15,274 articles, there were more than 20,000 authors who contrib-
uted. The top 30 authors based on total citations are presented in Table  4. The 
top five authors were John Sweller, Richard E. Mayer, Fred Paas, Richard M. 
Ryan, and Reinhard Pekrun. As is common across the top 30 authors, these five 
authors have achieved full-faculty status and are affiliated with research-intensive 

Table 1   Bibliographic information for the twelve selected educational psychology journals from 1988 to 
2023

Journal Year started Total citations Citations per article 2022 
impact 
factor

1 Journal of Educational Psychology 1910 309,323 118.74 4.9
2 Educational Psychologist 1963 115,976 146.43 8.8
3 Learning and Instruction 1991 101,178 65.96 6.2
4 Educational Psychology Review 1989 96,605 85.95 10.1
5 Contemporary Educational Psy-

chology
1976 95,561 66.97 10.3

6 British Journal of Educational 
Psychology

1931 70,031 45.21 3.7

7 Journal of the Learning Sciences 1991 58,602 107.33 3.8
8 Educational Psychology 1981 45,540 27.43 3.2
9 Cognition and Instruction 1984 44,382 82.96 3.3
10 Instructional Science 1972 41,719 41.31 2.5
11 Journal of Experimental Education 1932 29,220 29.88 2.2
12 European Journal of Psychology of 

Education
1986 28,954 19.12 3.0
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universities. Four of the five are affiliated with institutions outside of the USA, 
with two institutions in Australia (University of New South Wales and Australian 
Catholic University), one in the UK (University of Essex), one in the Netherlands 
(Erasmus University Rotterdam), and one in the USA (University of California, 
Santa Barbara).

The majority of the top 30 authors have had a significant scholarly impact as 
evidenced by their high h-index (the average h-index from Scopus was 65, from 
Web of Science it was 61.66, and from Google Scholar it was 121.55). Richard 
M. Ryan had the highest h-index of these 30 authors across Scopus and Google 
Scholar, whereas Herbert W. Marsh had the highest h-index in Web of Science. 
Marsh published the most (137) articles in the 12 journals over the 36-year period 
and yet did not have one of the most cited articles.

Collaboration Network Among Top Authors

We found that 24 of the top 30 authors are linked, either directly or indirectly, 
through their co-authorship relationships. This interconnectedness highlights the 
nature of academic collaboration within the field of educational psychology. The 
collaboration network for the 30 authors is presented in Fig. 1. Once again, Marsh 
is noteworthy as being the most connected to other authors. The colored clusters 
represent groups of researchers who have collaborated. In the green cluster, for 
example, seven researchers are interconnected, collectively representing a wealth 
of expertise in cognitive load theory. The blue cluster represents a network of 
researchers who have collaborated on motivation research.

Keyword Analysis

The results of the keyword cluster analysis are presented in Fig. 2. Consistent with 
this analysis, just over half (23) of the 42 unique articles examined the role of moti-
vation, self-efficacy, self-regulation, or achievement goals in shaping students’ 
learning experiences and academic performance. These articles offer insights into 
how educators can cultivate a motivational climate that fosters engagement, persis-
tence, and deep learning among students. Also noteworthy, seven of the top articles 
examined cognitive load theory.

Discussion

Articles published in educational psychology have often garnered an impressive 
number of citations, both per year and since their publication date. We found that 
the top 30 most cited articles based on total citations each had over 1500 citations, 
with the most cited article, “Intrinsic and extrinsic motivations: Classic definitions 
and new directions,” (Ryan & Deci, 2000) having over 9000. We also found that 
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the top 30 most cited articles based on mean citations per year each had an average 
of over 70 citations per year on average, with the most cited article (also Ryan and 
Deci) having 370 per year.

The list of the 30 most cited authors across the 12 educational psychology jour-
nals from 1988 to 2023 includes some of the most prominent educational psycholo-
gists in the field. Several of the most cited authors have not appeared in previous 
lists of most productive authors, providing a different view of those researchers who 
have significantly contributed to the field. Several authors also had a high h-index, 
indicating their productivity and ability to produce influential work. The h-indices 
were generally high across all three databases, with the mean being above 60. This 
is no small feat and reflects a highly productive research career with impactful arti-
cles that have contributed to the advancement of the field in multiple research areas. 
Finally, the most cited authors tended to be collaborative, with 24 of the top 30 
authors being linked, either directly or indirectly, with each other through their co-
authorship relationships.

The combined set of 42 unique most-cited articles in educational psychology 
journals showcases the most impactful topics in the field that is consistent with 
the keyword analysis: motivation, cognitive load theory, and learning were the 
most popular topics. In Walberg’s (1990) list of the 15 most cited articles, only one 
(Weiner, 1979) covered motivation. Of course, as mentioned previously, Walberg’s 
list of journals included several that would be considered outside educational psy-
chology. When considering these topics, it is important to note that simply choos-
ing a topic that has potential for impact is not sufficient for garnering an impressive 
number of citations. Rather, the article has to offer something new to the field that 
drives future research and is considered a seminal study or review. Tips on how to 
write such “hit” articles, like writing a hit song or a New York Times best-selling 
book, will not be revealed here. However, it may be worthwhile to examine the 
authors to find commonalities.

Fig. 1   Collaboration network for the top 30 authors (as determined by total citations). Twenty-four 
authors are linked and six are independent
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The research areas reflected across the top authors are also consistent with those 
identified in the list of 42 articles and keyword analysis, including such topics as 
cognitive load theory, effective instructional methods, multimedia learning, motiva-
tion, and self-efficacy, to name a few. However, authoring a “hit” article and being 
a most cited author do not necessarily go hand in hand. Although each of the top 
10 authors, except Marsh, authored at least one hit article, others (e.g., Graham, 
Schraw, Reeve) who were also highly cited had no “hits.”

Significance

Scholarly productivity in educational psychology has previously been measured 
mainly by the numbers of articles authored or the relative contribution of those 
authorships. Being internationally recognized by appearing in such lists published 
every six years is a source of pride for many in our field. Further, such inclusion is 
often mentioned in researchers’ vitae and websites. Finally, administrators may refer 
to such lists when considering annual evaluations and promotion and tenure deci-
sions of researchers, in addition to prestigious awards.

The present study provides an additional approach to assessing the scholarly 
productivity of researchers by examining impact on the field. Just like an h-index 
combines both quantity and quality of scholarly contributions, those who evaluate 
researchers based on their contributions may wish to consider citations in addition 
to numbers of articles authored. Further, just as journals can claim to be high quality 
but fail to register an impact factor, so too can researchers claim to publish a great 
deal but fail to impact the rest of the field by not being cited by their peers. It is 
much easier to publish in predatory, open-access journals that charge money to pub-
lish than those in our list of 12 reported here. Quality in terms of outlets and impact 
should be included in evaluations of researchers.

Fig. 2   Keyword cluster analysis for the 42 unique, top articles (as determined by total citations and mean 
citations per year)
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Finally, by highlighting seminal articles in the field as determined by total and 
mean citations per year, the present study may contribute to a better understanding 
of from where we have come and to where we are going as an educational psy-
chology research community. For example, most of the highly cited articles fea-
tured motivation and goals. These areas have remained consistently popular over 
the past 36 years. More recent topics, such as cognitive load theory, have become 
increasingly popular, and are generally experimental in nature (Martella et al., under 
review). How will these popular topics and the methods employed shift (or not shift) 
the field? The most recent evidence (Brady et al., 2023) suggests there will be a con-
tinued rise in observational research as compared to experimental research.

Limitations and Future Directions

There are five primary limitations to the present review. The first limitation is that 
though Scopus is a comprehensive bibliographic database, its coverage may not be 
exhaustive. As such, there could be an omission of relevant publications from other 
databases. Different databases (e.g., Web of Science) may yield slightly different 
results due to variations in indexing and inclusion criteria. Therefore, researchers 
may wish to conduct similar analyses using other databases. The second limitation 
is that our analysis focused on 12 prominent journals (as mentioned in the “Method” 
section); this selection may not represent the entirety of influential publications in 
educational psychology. Future reviews may consider using different journals using 
their own criteria to examine top articles and authors.

A third limitation relates the exclusion of highly cited articles and/or influential 
authors from before 1988. For example, B. F. Skinner had a top-cited article but was 
not a top cited author during this time frame (he died in 1990). We focused on the 
period following Walberg’s (1990) review to ensure that the analysis was relevant to 
contemporary research trends, methodologies, and technological advancements that 
are critical to current scientific inquiry. The proliferation of digital databases during 
this period means that citation data is more accurate and accessible, improving the 
reliability of the analysis.

For a fourth limitation, although the h-index serves as a valuable metric for 
assessing an author’s overall scholarly impact, it also has limitations. One of its 
drawbacks is that it tends to favor prolific authors with a high number of publica-
tions, potentially overlooking the impact of a few highly cited works. Additionally, 
the h-index may not differentiate between recent and older publications, poten-
tially skewing the representation of an author’s current influence. Therefore, those 
who conduct future reviews may wish to adopt other indices such as the g-index or 
m-index.

Finally, the fifth limitation concerns the collaboration network. More specifi-
cally, we did not conduct an exhaustive analysis of the specific articles where the 
top researchers have collaborated. We also only examined the 42 most cited arti-
cles. These limitations underscore the need for further investigation into the pre-
cise nature and extent of collaborations among top researchers. Further examina-
tion of joint publications and research endeavors may help us to understand how 
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collaborations are related to both productivity and impact. For example, do most 
highly cited authors collaborate with other highly cited authors or do they usually 
collaborate with junior authors?

Conclusion

The present review extends prior productivity research by using different metrics to 
examine those researchers who have significantly contributed to the field of educa-
tional psychology. As such, our review can serve as a resource for identifying ways 
to measure scholarly contributions in educational psychology. Further, by highlight-
ing seminal articles in the field as determined based on total and mean citations per 
year, this work may contribute to a better understanding of from where we have 
come and to where we are going as an educational psychology research community.
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