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13.2: Learning Hacks- Don’t Bother Highlighting
THE HACK

Highlighting or underlining potentially important parts of a text is not a very effective study technique.

You would be better off spending your time on a more effective study technique, like taking practice tests.

The Story

You’ve probably bought a used textbook that looked like the one above — marked up endlessly with various colors of highlighters.
Maybe you’ve even created one like this yourself! You would think that highlighting the important parts of what you’re reading
would help emphasize to your brain that these are the things it should pay attention to. Unfortunately, this turns out not to be the
case.

The Research

A group of researchers looked at highlighting along with several other study techniques to see which were most useful. In their
research, they looked at studies of many kinds of students — from children to college students to Air Force trainees. They looked at
research where students were studying texts about many different topics, including science, history, psychology, and geography.
They looked at studies focused on highlighting short texts and studies focused on highlighting long texts. They looked at research
where students were tested right after highlighting texts, and research where students weren’t tested until long after they had
highlighted texts. After reviewing all this research, the authors summarized their findings by saying, “In most situations that have
been examined and with most participants, highlighting does little to boost performance” (Dunlosky, p. 21).

As often happens in studies, the researchers found the occasional exception to this rule. For example, if students are explicitly
taught how to highlight and are assigned highlighting practice and then given feedback on the quality of their highlighting,
highlighting can improve learning. But they also found situations where highlighting actually hurts students’ learning. For example,
highlighting has been shown to harm students’ performance on higher-level thinking problems, like questions that require students
to make inferences.

In the end, the researchers rated highlighting as having “low utility” and recommended that students use their limited study time on
study techniques that are more effective, like taking practice tests (which, after reviewing the research, they rated as “high utility”).
So be sure to use the Show What You Know, Practice, and Self Check opportunities throughout this course!
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