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Sample Active Learning Techniques 

Technique Description 

Think-Pair-Share 
 

Students reflect on a question or issue for 1 or 2 minutes, noting factors, ideas, 
strategies, etc., that pertain to the topic. At the end of the designated time period, 
students turn to a peer and work together to formulate a correct response or provide 
an overview of the information. Pairs then share their answer or overview with a large 
group or with the entire class. 

Fishbowls 
 

A small number of students must respond to questions distributed in a previous class 
session. These students become experts in a given field and supplement the teacher 
as a source of information and feedback. 

Cold-calling 
 

A single student must share with the class his/her conclusion supported by reasons 
and evidence. This technique can be used as an individual homework assignment for 
which students receive a question/issue in advance and have the opportunity to 
prepare answers. It can also be used as a group activity during which students 
compare evidence and prepare reasons without knowing who will be called upon to 
provide the final justification. 

Reciprocal Peer Questioning 
 

Students prepare questions on a lecture, reading, experiment, etc. that they share 
with a group and discuss to answer with supporting evidence. Each group chooses 
one question to share with the large group as a discussion starter.  

Conference Style Learning 
 

Students read materials that build on previous class activities and prepare key ideas as 
well as questions for debate. The teacher functions as a facilitator, time keeper, and 
discussion guide, adding strategic questions to keep the discussion going. Students 
perform as experts on a given issue. 

Dialogue Analysis 
 

Students receive written dialogues to analyze. In small groups, students must identify 
the different viewpoints of each participant in the dialogue, analyzing the discussion 
for biases, presence or exclusion of important evidence, alternative interpretations, 
misstatement of facts, and errors in reasoning. Each group must decide which view is 
the most reasonable. After coming to a conclusion, each group can act out their 
dialogue while offering a critical analysis of the key points and successes. 

Spontaneous Group 
Dialogue 
 

One group of students are assigned roles to play in a discussion (such as leader, 
information giver, opinion seeker, and disagreer). Four observer groups are formed 
with the functions of determining what roles are being played by whom, identifying 
biases and errors in thinking, evaluating reasoning skills, and examining ethical 
implications of the content. 

Puzzle, enigma, 
contradiction 

Information presented to student that is accurate, but is incomplete, ambiguous, or 
paradoxical in nature. Students must think their way through in order to create a 
response that can be justified. 

Stereotype, conventional 
wisdom 

A conventional, formulaic, and oversimplified conception, opinion, or image that 
often stands in for reality. These can be explored further by examining them in more 
complexity, in different contexts, or analyzing the rationales/origins for the 
stereotypes in the first place. 

Challenges to knowledge, 
beliefs, and attitudes 

Devil’s advocate: to argue against a cause or position not as a committed opponent 
but purely in order to provoke a discussion or argument, or to determine the validity 
of the cause or position. Focused questioning: Questioning designed to extract the 
underlying assumptions, situatedness, or logical construction of a cause, position, or 
opinion. 
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Poll, pretest 

A poll is a survey conducted about a topic by asking questions that can be answered 
by yes/no or agree/disagree. These generally give quick collective feedback which can 
influence the ensuing instruction, although it is usually not detailed in nature and 
does not assess individual student perceptions. A pretest is an examination given 
before the instruction that tests what students will be expected to know after the 
instruction. It enables instructors to know what kinds of initial knowledge and 
misconceptions students have when they begin the module of instruction. 

Brainstorming 
A method of collaborative problem solving in which all members of a group 
spontaneously contribute ideas, or a similar process undertaken by an individual to 
solve a problem by rapidly generating and recording a variety of possible solutions. 

Collaborative listing and 
ranking 

A group process by which members determine the individual aspects or elements of a 
task or concept, and then prioritize them or place them in a hierarchical order. 

Mind mapping 

Involves writing down a central idea and thinking up new and related ideas which 
radiate out from the centre. By focusing on key ideas written down in your own 
words, and then looking for branches out and connections between the ideas, you are 
mapping knowledge in a manner which will help you understand and remember new 
information. 

Concept mapping 

Is a technique for representing knowledge in graphs. Knowledge graphs are networks 
of concepts. Networks consist of nodes and links. Nodes represent concepts and links 
represent the relations between concepts. Concepts and sometimes links are labeled. 
Links can be non-, uni- or bi-directional. Concepts and links may be categorized, they 
can be simply associative, specified or divided in categories such as causal or temporal 
relations. Concept mapping can be done to generate ideas, to design a complex 
structure (long texts, hypermedia, large web sites, etc., to communicate complex 
ideas, to aid learning by explicitly integrating new and old knowledge, or to assess 
understanding or diagnose misunderstanding. 

Visual webs 
Are concept maps that may also contain images, different ways of visually 
constructing relationships (such as Venn diagrams instead of points and lines), and 
explanatory textual material. 

Cognitive analogies 

Students are encouraged to imagine multiple ways in which an idea, fact, explanation, 
procedure, etc. could be understood. How, for example, might a painter represent 
Darwin’s ideas about kin selection? Or, how might the musicological structure of a 
Beethoven violin sonata be realized with tinker toys? Or, how might Oedipal conflicts 
serve to represent the confinement of negative electrical charge to specific nuclear 
orbitals? 

Case study, mini-case study 

An analysis of a particular case or situation, either real or constructed, that is used as 
a basis for the application of knowledge and/or drawing conclusions in similar 
situations. The analysis can be of a person or group, or even an intensive study of a 
unit, such as a corporation or a corporate division. A case study can be exemplary, 
cautionary, or instructive. Exemplary and cautionary case studies are presented in 
total to serve as a model for success or failure, for example. Instructive case studies 
can present problems that require identification through clues, symptoms, or 
outcomes and consist of background information that can be ambiguous, incomplete, 
or hidden. 

Simulations, scenarios 

The reproduction of the essential features of an organization or system as an aid to 
study or training. While the simulation represents the real process or entity, it can 
never equal it in complexity or completeness. A scenario is a narrative which recites 
the important elements of a situation or process within an organization or system. 

Role-playing The instructor provides either real or imaginary contexts along with a range of 
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relevant characters/roles; students are encouraged to research these contexts, 
characters, and/or roles, and then to improvise dramatic interactions among their 
characters during class periods. 

Round table discussion 
A discussion which may follow any number of specific protocols, but that is based on 
the agreement that each person has equal opportunity to contribute and equal status 
in the discussion. 

Problem-based learning 

A pedagogical strategy based on constructivist learning theory that simultaneously 
develops both problem solving strategies and disciplinary knowledge bases and skills 
by placing students in the active role of problem solvers. Students are confronted with 
problems that are "ill-structured," that is, they do not have clear-cut, absolute 
answers. These problems reflect the complexity of real-world situations. The tasks are 
designed to be as authentic, in terms of emulating real-world tasks and environments, 
and are designed to foster transfer of learning to real-world situations that the learner 
may encounter in the future. In addition, they require learners to actively explore 
information resources other than the teacher, including primary documents, 
reference materials and community members, and to draw on knowledge from 
diverse subject areas. 

Student field work with 
reflection 

Any number of organized or individual instructional experiences that are held outside 
the classroom. Their design is meant to be as authentic as possible or as the 
instructional topic permits. Students are usually asked to journal, report, or otherwise 
produce documentation and/or their impression of the experience. 

Student-created web 
pages/sites for the purpose 
of information 
dissemination/instruction 

Students initially undergo an individual or group research project, and then are asked 
to manipulate the information and findings into a web-based form that is instructive 
to others. In selecting, digesting, and organizing the material for others, students 
approach the material more deeply and meaningfully. 

Student creative 
construction (visual, 
performance, or literary) 

Based on a set of criteria which are determined in the course and informed by course 
materials, students determine a topic in which they will develop a creative project in 
order to convey any number of themes. Either individually or collaboratively, students 
then produce an artistic product. In the process of creative expression, students 
approach the material more affectively and reflectively. 
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