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Interactive Strategies in an Active Learning Classroom (ALC)1
Strategy

1.
Background Knowledge
Probes (*)
see Test-taking teams

Purpose

Description of Strategy

 Instructor determines
effective starting points /
appropriate levels of
instruction for a given subject
or class.

A background knowledge probe (BKP) asks for
basic, simple responses (short answers, circling /
showing of hands, multiple choice questions)
from students who are about to begin a session
or study a new concept.

1. During an introductory music theory course,
ask how a minor third is formed.
2. In a philosophy course, ask students to
summarize the historical context for Plato’s The
Republic.

1. State the issue and generate ideas regarding
the issue, having agreed upon a time limit.
2. Categorize, combine, condense and refine
ideas
3. Assess potential solutions

1. In a management course, ask students to
suggest potential courses of action for the
president of a company facing a potential labor
strike. Given specific constraints established by
the instructor or students (e.g. the issues in
question, company size, duration of previous
negotiations) prioritize options in terms of
feasibility and appeal.

 Students focus their attention
on important material

 Students generate a large
number of ideas for potential
solutions to a problem
 Students develop team
learning skills
2.
Brainstorming

Examples

Implementation Suggestions and Variations2
1. For carrying out BKPs in large classes, clickers (Student
Response Systems) can be a very quick and thorough method
of tabulating student responses to multiple choice questions.
2. Students may brainstorm together and work to arrive at a
common answer prior to reporting out on their response.
3.  For a variation on the BKP, a different question could be
given to each table or smaller group to arrive at consensus
regarding the correct answer. Following this decision, use the
jigsaw strategy (either as a whole class or in sub-groups) to
communicate the question, the group’s solution, and
rationale.
4. This strategy can be augmented by following up with other
strategies as well (e.g. think-pair-share, or returning to this at
the end of the session with the “muddiest point” concept).
1. Ask students to not only brainstorm ideas, but also
verbalize the relationships between the ideas.
2. May be complemented by a mind-mapping activity.
3. Brainstorming can encompass other strategies. Some
examples presented elsewhere in this document include:
Focused listing
Mind mapping
Roundtable
Think-pair-share
Closing summary
Corner exercise
Buzz group
“Write around the room”

1

Some strategies and examples were adapted or taken directly from:
- Barkley, E.F., Cross, K.P., and Major, C.H. (2005). Collaborative Learning Techniques. San Francisco: John Wiley and Sons
- Scenes from a classroom: Making active learning work, University of Minnesota (http://www1.umn.edu/ohr/teachlearn/tutorials/active/index.html) [last access: 6/20/2011].
- Active learning with PowerPoint, University of Minnesota (http://www1.umn.edu/ohr/teachlearn/tutorials/powerpoint/) [last access: 6/20/2011].
2
Legend:  Directed to the ALCs
Teaching and Learning Services - http://www.mcgill.ca/tls/ – DRAFT
©McGill University, Montreal, Canada, Nov 2012
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Strategy

Purpose

Description of Strategy

 Students develop teamwork
and cooperative learning skills

1. The instructor divides the class into subgroups
to discuss an assigned topic or to solve a
problem.
2. Participants can briefly present their findings
to the whole group so that the instructor can
respond to comments and stimulate discussion.

1. In a communications course for engineers,
students are presented with a technical manual
and asked to re-write different sections in small
teams to make them more accessible to a nonexpert audience.

Provide scenarios students may encounter when
they would need to use the information learned
during the course. It is helpful to provide time for
questions after the case scenario is introduced.

1. In a medical course, students are asked to
match findings to interventions applied, and
their implications for the patient.

3.
Buzz Groups

 Students apply theory to
practice by discussing realistic,
relevant scenarios.

4.
Cases

 Students encounter realworld, authentic contexts that
expose them to viewpoints
from multiple sources and
help them to see why people
may want different outcomes.

 Instructor ascertains whether
students were able to identify
/ grasp the key topics.
5.
Closing Summary
(list key concepts or
ideas)

 Students reflect on their
learning.

Examples

2. In a banking course: The instructor presents
students with numerous applications for loans
for start-up businesses. Students must evaluate
which loan applications will be approved and
which will be declined, and justify their
responses.

Have students write a closing or “exit summary”
individually or in pairs, listing or summarizing the
main ideas about the topic presented during the
session. Students can compare and contrast their
summaries in pairs to build upon one another’s
understanding of the material.

Teaching and Learning Services - http://www.mcgill.ca/tls/ – DRAFT

1. What were the three key points or “takeaways” of today’s class?
2. What did you find most interesting? What did
you find least interesting? What did you want to
learn more about?
3. If you were to make two exam questions that
consider the main points from today’s material,
what would they be? How would you answer
those two questions?

©McGill University, Montreal, Canada, Nov 2012

Implementation Suggestions and Variations2
1. Enforce a time frame to avoid side conversations and keep
students focused.
2. When students report out, challenge groups to contribute
only ideas that haven’t yet been mentioned.
3.  Buzz groups can present findings to the class as a whole
using the screen-sharing capabilities or on the main
projectors. Alternately, small buzz groups or pairs can present
their findings to their table only, giving more time for each
presentation.
This strategy can be combined with a think-pair-share:
students first generate a couple of approaches to the case
individually and then pair up. In pairs, students share their
proposed scenarios, and then chose one to pursue further
and elaborate upon.
Students can use wall space to brainstorm and organize
their thoughts.
Mobile chairs allow group members to collaborate on
different aspects of the cases.
Access to online resources facilitates timely research and
case preparation.
The dual sources may be used to project both the case
being considered and the students’ response to that case
scenario.
1. Make certain to set aside a couple of minutes at the end of
class for this strategy. Teachers may selectively collect the
lists and summarize the main points, addressing
misconceptions at the beginning of the next class.
2. Ask students to summarize the previous class session at
the beginning of the next one, to ensure continuity between
class periods.
Students can create their closing summaries on the
computers, and then share them with others at their table
using the screen-sharing capabilities.
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Strategy

Purpose
 Students build upon one
another’s knowledge

6.
Corner Exercise / “write
around the room”

7.
Critical Debate

 Instructor becomes aware of
which concepts are clearly
understood, and which
concepts were not
incorporated into students’
knowledge base.

 Students work to articulate
their thoughts and solidify
their understanding of
numerous aspects of the task /
situation at hand by debating
for one side or the other.

 Students develop their
communication skills and
reflect upon the application of
prior knowledge or personal
experience to course material
or clinical situations.
8.
Dialogue Journal /
clinical log book

 Students increase their
collaboration and a sense of
classroom community as
students respond to one
another’s journals
 Students clarify and extend
their explanations and
rationales in response to
classmates’ written
comments.

Description of Strategy
1. Form groups
2. Each group moves to a corner and brainstorms
a list in response to a question posed to the
entire class

Examples
1. In an English literature course: What are
recurring features of Lord Byron’s poetry? How
do these stylistic elements hint at his intended
audience? What are the key traits of the Byronic
hero?

3. Move to the next corner—expand on the
previous group’s examples
4. Review the contents of each list as a large
group

1. Students use two different methods that could
be applied to solve a problem or arrive at a
solution in response to the concepts introduced.
2. Alternately, the class can be divided to debate
the merits of one method or solution over the
other. The presenter leads a group discussion
afterwards, asking students to argue for the
point of view indicated, or compare experiences.

1. In a labor relations class, students debate
proposed cuts to an employee benefits package.
Half of the students represent the business,
which has been charged with reducing its
budget; the other half represent the employee
union, which objects to some of the proposed
modifications.

1. Students draw a line down their journal page
1/3 of the way in from the right margin. The
responder will write to the right of the line.

1. In a Shakespeare course, have students
compare and contrast the written play and
movie versions. Ask them to identify elements
of the play that were either emphasized or left
out in the screenplay, and the impact they think
this had upon the representation and the
audience’s response.

2. The writer reflects upon an assignment,
clinical experience, lecture, class task / activity or
discussion, including his or her comments and
questions.
3. The respondent reads the journal entry and
provides comments, clarifying questions,
answers to the writer’s questions, etc.
4. The instructor reads the journal entries and
responses.

Teaching and Learning Services - http://www.mcgill.ca/tls/ – DRAFT

Implementation Suggestions and Variations2
1. Students can put a check mark next to previously listed
responses that are consistent with their lists.
2. Set and keep a time limit for this activity, to ensure that
students have sufficient time at each of the corners.
3. Once students have completed this activity, they might
organize the results using concept mapping, to further
crystallize their understanding of the concepts’ relation to
one another.
4. Don’t limit yourself to the corners! Take advantage of
the writeable walls around the classroom for students to
record their thoughts and build on classmates’ ideas.
1. After arguing for one side or the other, students argue for
the alternate point of view, attempting to elicit new
rationales.
2. May be combined with the “Fishbowl” strategy.
3. By combining this with the “Fishbowl” strategy, student
onlookers can provide feedback on the debate, and discuss
which arguments were most compelling and convincing.
4. Use the dual source projector capacity to project both
sides’ rationales at once for comparative and reference
purposes.

2. In a course on clinical practice, students reflect
upon their stage or other experiences with
patient care – decisions made are explained with
a rationale, and outstanding questions are posed
for feedback.

©McGill University, Montreal, Canada, Nov 2012

1. Clarify parameters and expectations for journal entries.
2. As students may take variable amounts of time for
journaling, the writing and response can take place outside of
class time as an opportunity for follow-up and reflection upon
in-class experiences.
3. Have students submit their journals regularly.
4. Keep a community dialogue journal for all students to
record questions or ask for clarification; students respond to
one another’s questions within the journal. Questions may
also be addressed in-class.
5. Have students write their journal entries in letter format.

Page | 3

Strategy

Purpose
 Students participate in
structured, in-depth discussion
 Students model, observe and
critique group processes
through the discussion format

9.
Fishbowl (outside-inside
circles, Socratic seminar)

Description of Strategy

Examples

1. Students form a small circle (group of 4-6
students). Remaining students form a larger
circle around the 4-6 students.

1. In a biology class, students respond to the
question “Why are we worried about changes in
3
the ozone layer?”

1. Do not try this the first day of class: first develop a level of
trust, a non-judgmental environment and sense of
collaboration.

2. Present guidelines for the activity: students in
the inner circle speak, while those in the outside
circle observe (considering both the discussion
and group process). Students in the outside
circle will have an opportunity to speak to the
issues that arose during the discussion in the
follow-up time.

2. In a class on higher education administration,
students debate whether higher education is (or
4
is not) an industry.

2. Have students facilitate the discussion; step in only if
necessary.

5. Mobile chairs allow for easy placement of students in
and outside of the circle, as well as for changing the
participants in the inner group.

4. Students report out in a whole-class
discussion, encompassing key issues and the
group process.
 Instructor identifies students’
prior knowledge or attitudes

Students recall what they know about a subject
by creating a list of terms or ideas related to it.

 Students recall what they have
learned about a topic

1. To begin, the instructor asks students to take
out a sheet of paper and generate a list based on
a given or chosen topic.
2. Instructors ask students to share their lists.

3. Conduct multiple, smaller fishbowls concurrently.
4. Allow students to trade out between the outer and inner
circles every few minutes, to expose different points of view
and to see different group dynamics.

3. Present the discussion prompt. Inner circle
students debate.

10.
Focused Listing

Implementation Suggestions and Variations2

6. One or two students can be assigned to writing on the
walls the main points discussed.
1. In an educational psychology course, students
provide examples of defining characteristics of
Piaget’s stages of cognitive development.
2. In a political science course, students identify
the pros and cons of a government’s proposed
course of action currently in the news.

Note: Can be used before or after instruction.
Focused listing need not take more than a few
minutes.

1. Impose a time limit and inform students.
2. Students share their lists in small groups.
3. Students make a focused list prior to the discussion and
then add to the list (correcting any prior misconceptions) at
the end of the class period.
4. May be used in conjunction with the “Roundtable”
strategy.
5. Students share their lists in small groups and identify the
two to three most important points, which they then share
with the class.
6.  Students brainstorm in small groups, typing their lists.
Can also be combined with “write around the room” strategy.
7.  Students can project their list using the screen sharing
facilities.

3

Barkley, E.F., Cross, K.P., and Major, C.H. (2005), p. 146
Barkley, E.F., Cross, K.P., and Major, C.H. (2005), p. 147
Teaching and Learning Services - http://www.mcgill.ca/tls/ – DRAFT
4
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Strategy

Description of Strategy

Examples

 Students develop teamwork
and cooperative learning skills

Groups are formed to discuss different portions
of a larger scenario or problem; group members
then report out.
1. Divide a topic into related portions.

1. In a plant science course, students review the
characteristics of various types of trees (conifer,
deciduous, etc.) and corresponding climate
zones in expert groups and then report out to
their new groups.

1. Encourage students to take notes of key points generated
during step 3, which will help them to prepare for step 4.

1. In a course on international relations, students
create a visual representation of the purposes,
scope, impact and reach of the United Nations.

1. Provide examples of various formats of mind maps to give
students options for various graphical frameworks they might
use to express the relationships between concepts.

2. In a pharmacology course, students create a
critical distinctions chart to compare and
demonstrate the differences between similar
drugs.

2. Students compare and contrast their mind maps in pairs,
working towards a single map that incorporates all agreedupon elements.
3.  Writable wall spaces allow for larger mind maps, or
provide a good space for brainstorming lists of topics prior to
establishing their relationship to one another.
4.  Table layout allows the assignment of a team map.
5.  Use software to develop maps in small groups on the
computers; have students at each table share their maps with
the other students at the same table using the screen-sharing
capabilities.

 Students integrate knowledge
and understanding from
various sources and experts.
11.
Jigsaw

 Students engage in their own
learning
 Students learn a lot of material
in a limited amount of time
 Students are individually
accountable for their learning

 Students demonstrate their
understanding of a topic (prior
to / following instruction)

12.
Mind mapping

Implementation Suggestions and Variations2

Purpose

2. Divide students into “expert groups”; each
group will study and address a portion of the
topic.
3. After researching / investigating their specific
focus, the expert groups are split up so that the
resulting groups have one member from each of
the expert groups.
4. Upon gathering the new groups together, each
topic expert presents, integrating the knowledge
of his or her specific topic into the new group’s
collective understanding.
Ask students to identify key concepts about a
topic to create a visual representation of the
relationship between those ideas.
Students can use basic elements such as boxes,
arrows (uni- or multi-directional), simple
hierarchical relationships or “webs” coming from
one central point, to identify concepts and
relationships.

Teaching and Learning Services - http://www.mcgill.ca/tls/ – DRAFT

3. In a biology class, students draw the phases of
mitosis, including a diagram of the cell at each
phase.

©McGill University, Montreal, Canada, Nov 2012

2. Review previously discussed concepts.
3. A chosen group from step 3 reports out to the entire class;
facilitate a brief discussion in response to their key points.
4.  Table layout and rolling chairs allow for quick grouping
and re-grouping.
5.  The “expert groups” can collaborate using the writable
wall surfaces or the computers for brainstorming,
researching, or concept-mapping regarding their topic.
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Strategy

Purpose
 Students reflect upon which
aspects of the course material
are the least clear to them.

Description of Strategy
Ask students to write down what seemed most
confusing to them. Feedback from students can
be used to create new ways to discuss those
points that multiple students found to be
unclear.

Examples
1. What was the “muddiest point” of the
material discussed today?

1. Encourage students to be very specific in identifying the
source of confusion.

2. Write one thing that wasn’t clear to you from
today’s course material. Why do you think this
was confusing?

2. The instructor can begin the next class by reviewing
selected “muddiest points”.

13.
Muddiest Point

 Students briefly explore ideas
before discussion
 Students bring closure to a
session by recording the ideas
in their minds at that moment.

Participants are asked to write for 1-5 minutes
on a topic or in response to a question that
you’ve developed for the class period.

3. Students attempt to answer one another’s “muddiest
point” questions.

1. In a survey course on art history, students
describe the characteristics of Impressionism.

4. Students indicate what information they would need to
better grasp the course material discussed.
5. Use the writable wall spaces for students to write down
questions that they still have. Then, in an adaptation of the 4corner exercise, have students circulate and provide
responses clarifying one another’s questions.
1. You might emphasize content over form, so that students
focus on expressing their ideas given the time limitation.

2. In a Canadian studies course: “What are some
of the ways in which climate change is affecting
the Arctic and its inhabitants?”

2. This can be used as an “exit survey”—a means for students
to summarize what they understood to be the key points of
the class period.
3. Students can approach a new topic by writing down what
they know and want to know at the beginning of the class,
and then follow this with a reflection of what they learned at
the end of the class time.
4.  Individual/groups can share their answers with the
larger group using the screen sharing facilities offered by
these computers.
5.  Take advantage of the dual source projection. On one
screen project one or more samples of one-minute papers
(e.g. using the document camera). On the other screen,
project information or resources to clarify or elaborate on
what was written on the paper, for example.

14.
One Minute Paper/Free
Write

Teaching and Learning Services - http://www.mcgill.ca/tls/ – DRAFT

Implementation Suggestions and Variations2

©McGill University, Montreal, Canada, Nov 2012
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Strategy

15.
Pre-and Post-Quizzes

16.
Presentations

Purpose

Description of Strategy

 Students assess their
comprehension and evaluate
their learning over the course
of the class period.

1. Create a 1-page quiz that covers the primary
focuses of your session

 Instructor gathers information
about students’ prior
knowledge and assesses
learning over the class period.

3. When the students take the same quiz at the
end of the lesson, they will see what they have
learned instantly.

 Students and instructor are
able to gauge the following:
preparation; understanding;
knowledge; capacity to
structure information; and
oral communication skills.
 Students and instructor can
provide feedback.
 Students respond to questions
and manage discussion.

Students express their knowledge on an assigned
topic to classmates and instructor. May range
from informal to formal. Presentation length,
size of presenting group, structure of
presentation, criteria and technology used within
the presentation may all vary.

2. Have students take the quiz at the beginning
of the session, and then set it aside.

Examples

Implementation Suggestions and Variations2

1. In an introductory biology course, students are
asked to put the steps for meiosis in order and
label the structures both prior to and following
the lecture.

1. Ensure that sufficient time is allotted to convey the correct
answers at the end of the session, and to answer any
questions that arise as a result.

3. Students might follow the post-quiz with a one-minute
paper summarizing what they learned.
4. When evaluating the quizzes, check to see whether
students sitting in the same tables have demonstrated similar
or divergent levels of comprehension. If a certain group is
doing quite well, while another one is struggling, try to find
out why: Are students getting along well? Are they on-task? Is
there confusion over use of the technology? Are you
consistently teaching with your back to this group?

4. Having the students pass in their quizzes
provides timely feedback to the instructor on
their learning over the course of the session.

Teaching and Learning Services - http://www.mcgill.ca/tls/ – DRAFT

2. Student responses to the pre-quiz can be incorporated into
review sessions later in the class.

Presentations can be given on virtually any topic.

1. Provide students with a rubric and discuss expectations for
presentations.
2. Discuss providing constructive feedback to peers.
3. Encourage student feedback and involvement in the
establishment of rubric criteria for evaluating presentations.
4. To help students become familiar with presentations, they
might begin by presenting to small groups of their peers,
rather than to the entire class at once. The listening members
of the small group can then summarize and report out to the
larger class on the 3-5 key ideas of the presentation.
5. Presentations can be significantly augmented within this
space with the use of resources:
• Microphones on the tables;
• Dual-source projection option (e.g., keep a PowerPoint
presentation up and concurrently display a short video
clip);
• Screen-sharing in real time: allows classmates to try out
sample exercises, check out the same website, etc.;
• Group configuration: students can give smaller
presentations to their table, instead of to the entire class.

©McGill University, Montreal, Canada, Nov 2012
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Strategy

Purpose
 Students develop
communication, problemsolving, and self-directed
learning skills.

Description of Strategy
Students individually or collaboratively solve
problems, apply what they have learned in the
course and reflect on their experiences.
Teachers take on the role as "facilitators" of
learning.

Examples

Implementation Suggestions and Variations2

1. In a plant science course: Numerous farmers
in the Eastern Townships report that their
tomato plants are stunted and withered. What
would you propose as the cause of this
unhealthy appearance? What would you suggest
that the farmers do to approach this problem?
Using the resources, find background context,
discuss in your team, and justify your response.

1. For collaborative problem solving, groups should be chosen
carefully, to facilitate students’ interactions and promote a
productive group dynamic.

17.
Problems

2. Have students create their own problem-based learning
prompts, vet them then re-distribute amongst their
classmates.
3. Students reflect upon how different conditions might affect
their response, or approach the same problem from a
different point of view. (For instance, in the example given at
the right, they might propose solutions from the perspective
of an organic farmer, a pesticides company, and a
community-supported agriculture organization.)
4.  Students can use the table computers to create their
prompts and submit to a common resource’s page (e.g.
WebCT) where other students can download and work on.
5.  Different tables can work on different aspects of the
problem. If they work on the same problem, you can use the
dual-source projection to show different approaches.

Teaching and Learning Services - http://www.mcgill.ca/tls/ – DRAFT
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Strategy

Purpose

Description of Strategy

Examples

Implementation Suggestions and Variations2

 Students are actively involved
in class as they apply concepts
and content learned.
 Instructor determines student
comprehension of content

1. The instructor provides engaging, challenging
questions or asks for guidance during class time.

1. In a course on small business management
and practice, the instructor asks students how
they would attract new clients, given a limited
budget or other constraints. Ask students to
make reference to concepts discussed in class or
in the readings in their responses.

Students need sufficient time to respond. This gives students
sufficient time to organize their thoughts and brainstorm to
make their ideas more articulate.

2. Students then provide answers either working
individually, with a partner, or in a small group.
3. Questions should relate to learning outcomes
and be thoughtful and reflective (Simple, yes/no,
factual questions are not enough).

Think about instruction in terms of the questions you hope
are being answered – “If this session is the answer, what is
the question?” and phrase your question prompts
accordingly.
For more complex queries, instructors might consider
providing questions in written form so students can continue
to refer back to them.

18.
Questions

See questions asked in examples throughout this
column.

Instructors might ask the same core question(s) on the first
and last day of the course or unit as a method of formative
and summative assessment.
Students formulate their own questions based upon what
they see as the key points of the topic at hand. These
questions are then opened up to the class for discussion, or
discussed in small groups.

Ask the class a question, and allow students a moment to
discuss it in their table groups prior to calling for responses.
Students can take advantage of the microphones on their
tables to ensure that they are heard by the larger group.

19.
Ten-Two Strategy /
Interactive Lecture

 Students process information
presented.
 Instructor and students fill in
any gaps or
misunderstandings.
 Students clarify information
for one another; build on
peers’ knowledge

Presenter shares information for ten minutes
and then stops for two minutes to encourage
listeners to pair up with a partner and share their
ideas.

Teaching and Learning Services - http://www.mcgill.ca/tls/ – DRAFT

th

1. In an U.S. History of the 20 Century course,
the instructor asks students to summarize the
economic impact of the Great Depression on the
North American labour market in the 1930s and
1940s.

1. Encourage students to pair up with different classmates
each time this activity is carried out.
2. At the end of the information-sharing time, pairs can pair
up (making groups of 4 students) to summarize the 3-5 key
points or “take-aways” from the session.
3. This activity may be used when students are watching
classmates’ presentations. This can be effective in
maintaining audience focus and provides helpful feedback to
the presenter in determining whether he or she successfully
communicated the points intended.

©McGill University, Montreal, Canada, Nov 2012

Page | 9

Strategy

Purpose
 Students summarize key
concepts
 Students participate equally
 Students build on their peers’
knowledge and respond to
one another’s conceptions

Description of Strategy
1. The instructor creates a prompt, which is
written down in a highly visible location.
Students are informed of the time limit that has
been set for this activity.

Examples
1. In a course on scientific principles: “Identify
th
important scientific discoveries of the 20
5
Century in the field of medicine”.

1. Use for review or for brainstorming lists – fairly simple,
straightforward prompts that keep the paper moving around
the group.
2. Encourage student to respond to the comments of those
who have already written on the sheet.

2. In groups of four, students pass around a
sheet of paper clockwise responding to the
prompt in short phrases or sentences. After each
student writes his or her response, it is read
aloud so the others can reflect upon it while the
paper moves around the group.

3. Follow-up with group or whole-class discussion using the
round-table papers as a base or departure point.
4. Use in conjunction with the “muddiest point” strategy:
students write down their muddiest point, check those
muddiest points that have already been written by others
and expand as appropriate. The instructor may follow up by
facilitating a discussion of the muddiest points.

3. Ensure that all members have an opportunity
to write their ideas down on the paper.

20.
Roundtable

Implementation Suggestions and Variations2

5.  Use students’ screens to project the prompt for the
activity.
6.  Room layout facilitates the use of small groups.
7.  For follow-up, project both the round-table papers and
the prompt using the dual-source projectors.
8.  Students at the same table can be split into two groups,
which can share their responses to different questions/topics.
9.  Students can use the computers to write down each
person’s answer, creating a file that can be saved and
emailed to the whole class. Or they can use the writable walls
to respond to the instructor’ prompt.

21.
Information search

22.
Directed Questioning

 Develop research skills and
team collaboration

 Promote active student
involvement in class
 Determine student
comprehension of content
 Apply content

1. Create questions that can be answered by
searching information from several sources
2. Have students search for information in small
teams
3. Review answers as a large class

In a case Law course provide student groups with
a question like “Provide examples of 2 decisions
that support your position and explain your
reasoning.”

1. The instructor provides engaging challenging
questions or asks for guidance during class time.

Access to computers facilitates searching for relevant
information.

Groups can share information using the screen-sharing
capabilities.

Table configuration facilitates small group discussions

2. Groups work on their responses
3. Students then provide answers, either working
individually, with a partner, or in a small group.

5

Barkley, E.F., Cross, K.P., and Major, C.H. (2005), p. 242
Teaching and Learning Services - http://www.mcgill.ca/tls/ – DRAFT
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Strategy

Purpose
 Students become actively
engaged with the course
content through collaboration
with peers.
 Students are responsible and
accountable for their own
learning and for contributing
to a team.

23.
Test-taking teams:
Readiness Assurance

24.
Think-Pair-Share

Description of Strategy
1. Prior to the session, assign a reading that
addresses key concepts related to the material
students will encounter in that session.
2. Create an assessment with multiple-choice
questions addressing key concepts from the
reading.
3. When students arrive, have them fill out the
assessment individually.
4. Form small groups of students and have
students arrive at consensus regarding the
answer most suited to each question, explaining
their rationale.

 Students organize prior
knowledge.
 Students, summarize, apply, or
integrate new information.
 Students build individual
accountability and
contribution: each student
reports to a partner, and
partners summarize in a short
report to the class.

5. Reconvene as a whole class, and ask a
representative from each group to indicate the
agreed-upon response at the same time.
6. Discuss any variability in responses,
responding to questions that arise. Explain that
these concepts will provide the framework for
the day’s session.
1) Individuals reflect on (and perhaps jot down
notes) in response to a question.
2) Participants pair up with someone sitting near
them and share responses / thoughts verbally, or
they may choose to work together to create a
synthesis of ideas or come to a consensus.
3) The discussion leader randomly chooses a few
pairs to give summaries of ideas.

Implementation Suggestions and Variations2

Examples
1. Example question that encourages discussion
and draws students’ attention to key points of
the reading in a curriculum instruction course:
Which of the following best describes the
meaning of the author’s phrase “novice culture”
in characterizing aspects of many universities’
approaches to improving learning?
a. The university promotes mentoring between
“novices” (students) and “experts” (instructors)
b. Students establish their own communities of
practice, assimilating knowledge from peers
c. Reform and improvement efforts are more
often mechanical and particularistic, rather than
based in systematic research and the wisdom of
practice
d. A culture that emphasizes the role of the
student as a beginner, who requires the
guidance of more qualified leaders to learn.

1. Create multiple-choice questions carefully so that the
answers require discussion and are not all immediately
obvious. Have students choose the best answer and be able
to justify their response

1. In a medical course, students offer potential
diagnoses and treatments based on photographs
of conditions and case histories.

1. Intentionally choose different pairs to give summaries of
their ideas each time this activity is carried out.

2. In a classroom management course, ask
students how they would respond to an off-task
student’s interruptive behavior. Have students
come up with a solution individually, then pair
with a classmate, justify it and come to a
consensus on an appropriate approach to this
scenario.

2. Encourage students to be able to rationalize their
responses to their teammates. This is a process that
encourages discussion resulting in consensus, not simply a
matter of the majority vote.
3. The instructor may give students the decision (within
reason) of what percentage of their grade associated with
test-taking teams is derived from their individual score versus
the group score.
4.  Have students work at their tables to come to
consensus, prior to reconvening as a whole class to vote.
Have students vote electronically using clickers or gather
their responses on room computers for screen sharing.

2. After the pairs have discussed their responses, have two
pairs discuss together, in lieu of randomly choosing pairs to
report out to the entire class.
3. Use visual stimuli (e.g. photographs) as a prompt for
discussion

 Wheeled chairs facilitate quick pairing.
5.  Pairs can give summaries to their larger table groups,
4.

thereby giving all students more time to present.
6.  Instructor can circulate through the classroom to hear
students’ thoughts due to the sufficient space surrounding
the tables.
7.  Whole group sharing (depending on goal) can use the
screen sharing facilities)
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Strategy

25.
Simulations

Purpose

Description of Strategy

Examples

 Students apply their
knowledge of structures,
concepts, and best practices to
virtual or other situations that
simulate real-life occurrences.

1. A person, system or computer program
demonstrates an action, symptom or scenario to
which students are expected to respond.

1. Students in a health and safety course practice
using a defibrillator with a lifelike mannequin.

 Instructors and students
reflect upon the students’
response
 Instructor determines
students’ comprehension of
course content

26.
3-step Interviews

 Students improve
communication, paraphrasing
and small-group presentation
skills
 Students learn from and about
their classmates

2. Given the information presented, students
take the appropriate action or give a detailed
verbal explanation of what they would do to
solve the problem or address the situation.

2. Students in an investment course buy and sell
stocks in a trading room simulation, evaluating
the success of their portfolio and explaining their
rationale for various decisions made.

Implementation Suggestions and Variations2
As a variation, students may take turns simulating (through
role play) the appropriate action, symptom or scenario, to
which classmates then respond.

3. Students and instructor debrief, discussing the
simulation and students’ responses.
Form groups of 4 students; each group is further
divided into two pairs (A-B and C-D).
1. Student A interviews student B, while student
C interviews student D. The student asking
questions listens and asks for further details.

1. In a music appreciation course: “What
musician recording today do you think people
6
will still be listening to in fifty years, and why?”

2. Student B interviews student A, while student
D interviews student C.
3. Students A and B summarize one another’s
responses to the other two students, then vice
versa.

1. Use this strategy to help students explore opinions or
experiences related to course content, thereby activating
their prior knowledge.
2. Create interview questions that will not all generate the
same responses, but rather will result in a diverse offering of
comments and interpretations.
3. Students develop interview questions around a central
theme
4. Students report results of the interview in a written format
that is related to the course (e.g. business case, essay)
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Where to find more information about
Active Learning.
McGill University provides practical information on Teaching
and Learning Spaces.
The Active Learning Classrooms (ALCs) webpages:
http://www.mcgill.ca/tls/spaces/alc
• showcase teaching staff engaging students and promoting
active and collaborative learning through short videos. See
http://www.mcgill.ca/tls/spaces/alc/videos
• Provide further articles and resources related to engaging
students. See
http://www.mcgill.ca/tls/teaching/resources/activelearning

	
  
For information about learning spaces at JCU visit the
Videoconferencing and Audio Visual Services website:
http://www.jcu.edu.au/Videoconferencing/index.htm
From this site you can access a number of equipment guides,
find information about rooms, book rooms and take a virtual
tour of a room (see next page).

	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  

Virtual Tour: Building B1 Library - Room 031 - Flat
Lecture Room
This room seats 80 persons.
Move the mouse over the picture, left click and drag in the
direction you wish to explore. To zoom in/out, place the
mouse cursor anywhere on the image and press Shift or Ctrl.
Some areas of interest have embedded hotspots, which
when clicked will take you to a page with more information
about that particular spot.

Hotspots are situated over the
• Lectern
• Projectors (Mitsubishi x 2)
• Videoconferencing & Main Camera Unit (Tandberg
990MXP) – near TV monitor

The room is fitted with the following additional
equipment/controls
• Laptop connection cable (Apple Mac users need to
bring a dongle)
• Speakers (JBL) – ceiling mounted
• Light Switch – near exit door
• Presenter Camera – ceiling mounted behind projectors
Guides
• How to set up a local presentation/lecture
• How to set up a videoconference
Database
• Equipment Database
Room Telephone Ext:
• 21513
	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  

