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Research has consistently shown that active 

learning strategies require students to use and 

even develop higher-order thinking skills. 

Bringing active learning into the classroom can 

have many benefits, including the ability to 

help students build and reinforce critical 

thinking skills. Join the Macmillan Learning 

team and a panel of active learning experts for 

a conversation about using active learning 

strategies to help students analyze information 

and creatively solve problems. 
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"Learning is not a spectator sport. 
Students do not learn much just by sitting 
in class listening to teachers, memorizing 
prepackaged assignments, and spitting 
out answers. They must talk about what 
they are learning, write about it, relate it 
to past experiences, apply it to their daily 
lives. They must make what they learn 
part of themselves."

--Arthur W. Chickering and Zelda F. 
Gamson, "Seven Principles for Good 
Practice," AAHE Bulletin 39: 3-7, March 
1987



Active & Passive: We Need Both
Active Learning (Learner-Centered)

• Students are actively or 
experientially involved in the 
learning process

• Benefits

– Skills can be practiced and 
translated to real world

– Interactive, two-way learning

– Reinforces important material

– Students receive more frequent and 
immediate feedback on their 
understanding

– Multiple avenues of student learning

– Creates sense of community, social 
belonging and enhances social skills

Passive Learning (Teacher Centered)

• Students receive information from 
instructors and internalize it

• Benefits

– Exposure to new material

– Greater control over classroom

– Ability to clarify material

– Presentation of a large amount of 
material in a short time

– Instructional materials can be 
prepared in advance

– Content can be presented in an 
organized, structured, and 
meaningful way



Considerations

Learning outcomes

• Design activities around your 
learning outcomes

• Think about topics students typically 
find confusing

• Use problems or questions that will 
challenge and interest your students

• Relate the activity back to the 
learning outcome

– Students don’t always make that 
connection



Considerations

Lecture Material

• Cut content from your lectures to 
make room for discussion and 
activities

– Remove least important parts

• Where does the content go?

– Record mini-lectures, post in your 
online course room (CANVAS), and 
have students watch prior to class

– Have students read before class and 
complete an online discussion board 
post or low-stakes online quiz so they 
come to class prepared to learn more 
advanced topics



Considerations

Timing

• Breaking up your lecture every 
15-20 minutes will help keep 
students’ attention and interest as 
they apply what they are 
learning

• These can be as simple as asking 
students to discuss their thoughts 
on a question with someone 
sitting next to them

– Some only take 2-3 minutes



Considerations

Accountability

• Build in accountability for 
individual and group work

– Assign participation points

– Ask students to: 

– answer polling questions

– Upload a photo of their 
worksheet

– Turn in an index card with a 
response to a short writing 
prompt

– Use Google docs for group 
notes



Considerations

During the Activity

• Move around the classroom 
to answer questions and 
interact with students

– Learn more about how they are 
thinking

– These interactions can inform 
ways to follow up after an 
activity with clarification or to 
highlight student ideas



Considerations
Feedback

• Offer timely feedback

• Debrief

– Explain both correct and 
incorrect answers

• Take-Aways

– Highlight interesting and unique 
perspectives that would be 
valuable to share 

• Consider the value of peer 
feedback 

– Think-Pair-Share discussions



Considerations

Transparency

• Best way to ensure you and 
your students have a positive 
experience with active 
learning 

• On the first day of class:

– Describe course methods

– Outline expectations

– Explain why you are using active 
learning and how it will help 
them succeed

– Point them to research on 
active learning and benefits



Breaking the Ice

• Use icebreakers to help students 
become comfortable working 
with one another

– 3 Minute Elevator Pitch

– TTYP activity

– One word to describe you day

– Get To Know You Bingo

– “10 Things in Common” group activity

– 3 “P’s”

– Personal, Professional, Peculiar

– What’s one “win” you had this week?



Active Learning Techniques
• Think-Pair-Share

• Discussion Posts/Guides

• Case Studies

• Role-plays

• Ethical Dilemmas

• Design a presentation for a 
“stakeholder”

• Debate

• Peer review of writing/project

• Personal response systems/polling

• Create TikTok video clips explaining 
a concept or theory to the class

• Peer teaching

• Online “Scavenger Hunt” to find 
answers

• Game based learning 
(competitive exercises)

• Panel Discussions

• Problem solving using real data

• 3-D construction of brain with 
playdough

• Project based learned

• Movie application of in-class 
concepts



Sample Discussion Guide

Instructions:  As you read the chapter assigned for class this week, jot down your 
reactions and points you would like to make during group discussion.  You do 
not need to use complete sentences.

• What ideas or concepts in this chapter were surprising or interesting to you? 

• What ideas or concepts do you disagree with or have questions about?  What 
are your specific questions?

• What has been your personal experience with this topic?  (By personal 
experience, I mean either your own experience or that which you witnessed 
or have been privy to through your learning in other classes, reading, movie 
watching, through work or volunteer-related activities, or through others (e.g., 
friends, relatives, etc.) 

• How might you use or apply this information to your work in other classes, 
practicum, or future work?



Considerations Post COVID
Mental Health Challenges

(Lee, et al., 2021)

• Increased stress and anxiety 

• Difficulty concentrating

• Disrupted sleep

• Decreased social interactions

Attitudes 

(Ezarik, 2021)

• 47% rate value of their 
education as fair or poor

• 52% said they learned less 

• 58% of freshman report feeling 
unprepared for college

• 47% cheating is somewhat 
common in online courses

Student Expectations?

• During COVID 

faculty provided 

greater flexibility

• Inflation of grades



Ideas for Active Learning

“226 Active Learning Techniques”

Iowa State University

Center for Excellence in Learning & Teaching

Link: https://www.celt.iastate.edu/wp-
content/uploads/2017/03/CELT226activelearningtechniques.pdf

https://www.celt.iastate.edu/wp-content/uploads/2017/03/CELT226activelearningtechniques.pdf
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What Can Students Actively Do to Promote 
Their Critical Thinking? 

Critical Thinking Steps for College Reading, Note-Taking, and Studying
Jamie Shushan, Senior Student & Alumni Affairs Advisor, The Crimson Summer 

Academy at Harvard University



Student Critical Thinking Challenges

 Many students have never truly “practiced” critical thinking skills 
before entering college. 

 How can students move from memorization strategies to critical thinking strategies?

 Viewing “instructors” as the “absolute experts” so students passively 
absorb information. 

 How can students view class as an active conversation they are having between the 
instructor and other classmates (where they believe their perspectives matter)?

 Technology distractions that mean constant interruptions when 
trying to be “critical thinkers.”

 How can students enjoy the benefits of technology while effectively managing 
devices that are constantly nudging and pinging for attention?



Five Steps for Critical Thinking

 Step 1: Ask a lot of questions (and answer them).

 Step 2: Evaluate your own reactions.

 Step 3: Analyze the information with a “critical” 
lens.

 Step 4: Make connections and keep the big picture 
in mind.

 Step 5: Apply your learning to your own life 
experiences.

The Five Steps for Critical Thinking 
are in no particular order.



Five Questions to Help You Build Your Critical Thinking 
Muscles

1. What is my immediate reaction to this?

2. What is the other side of this argument/what “other” evidence 
might provide a different or alternative explanation?

3. What questions do I have about this material?

4. How does this material connect to what I’ve already learned?

5. How does this relate to my life?

REMEMBER: In addition to academics, you can apply 
your critical thinking skills to everyday college life—
whenever you are solving problems or making decisions.



Engage With Your Readings Using Critical Thinking 
Notes

 Step 1: Ask questions frequently.

 Step 2: React as you read.

 Step 3: Ask what’s missing.

 Step 4: Think about the big picture.

 Step 5: Personalize the text.

Take Critical Thinking Notes in the margins of 
the reading or on a separate piece of paper.







Five Questions to Answer After Completing a Reading

1. What are the most important themes or concepts?

2. What examples or significant details should I remember?

3. Is the evidence presented sound? Why or why not?

4. Does the material contradict or support other readings or lectures? 
How?

5. Why did the instructor assign this particular reading? What’s the 
point of the reading?

REMEMBER: Engage in conversations with classmates and instructors.



Apply Critical Thinking to Note-taking Using the Table 
Format

 The first column is for shorthand notes that 
highlight important points being presented.

 The second column is for YOUR personal 
reaction, analysis, and opinions about class 
material.

 The third column is for any questions you 
have during or after class.

Take Critical Thinking Notes IN YOUR OWN 
WORDS. Try NOT to transcribe every word!





Five Questions to Answer After Reviewing Your Notes

1. What are the key takeaways from class and why are they important?

2. Do I agree or disagree with the information presented? Why?

3. Is anything missing from the evidence, or unclear from the examples 
provided?

4. In what ways does the information connect to previous class 
discussions?

5. How does the material relate to me and my past experiences?

REMEMBER: Engage in conversations with classmates and instructors.



Create PRACTICE TESTS whenever possible 
to truly test your understanding. 

 Step 1: Ask a lot of questions (and answer them).

 Step 2: Evaluate your own reactions.

 Step 3: Analyze the information with a “critical” 
lens.

 Step 4: Make connections and keep the big picture 
in mind.

 Step 5: Apply your learning to your own life 
experiences.

Incorporate the Five Critical Thinking 
Steps into your Study Notes



Climbing the Bloom’s Taxonomy Staircase

Matt Evans

Professor of Physics and Astronomy, University of Wisconsin-Eau Claire



Why engagement of all 
students is necessary



Why engagement of all 
students is necessary




