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New Active Learning Classrooms – Spaces can constrain or provide opportunities for 
our teaching practice, so this is an opportunity to collectively think about the 
affordances the Active Learning Classrooms may have, and what that means for our 
teaching. 
For the folks who are in this room today, this is not a workshop on new techniques, 
though I do have some tweaks that can make things more productive. Instead, it’s an 
opportunity to come together and think about and refine the basics. Even pro athletes 
do drills outside of games. The idea is that you want to get so good at something you 
free up your mind during the game, or the actual class, for more complex things. You 
practice so that you can see, hmm, I’m shooting too high or too far left, and then 
adjust, which can be difficult to reflect on during an actual class – but you actually need 
to do something (throw the ball) in order to have this reflection. So, I’m not offering a 
new way to throw a basketball, though I have tips. (about teaching, not basketball). But 
just sitting in a chair and thinking by ourselves is not productive either, or at least not as 
productive as talking with colleagues and sharing a common experience, like a common 
teaching moment, to talk about.  The setting we are imagining today are the active 
learning classrooms, but if you are not scheduled to teach in one, imagine how you 
might adapt various techniques. 
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Also, during each small group activity, students should go around and say their name 
and answer an intro question. “What super power would you choose?” or “What was 
something fun that you did over break?” Or, “what’s worrying you about registration?” 
This can sometimes cut down on off topic chatter, because they have gotten that 
necessary part of social conversation out of the way 
During whole class discussion, I also always use names. “What do you think about 
Mary’s idea?”
A word about (Think) Pair Share. This is to give students an opportunity to think before 
sharing. For extra accountability, you can have them report on their partner’s idea – this 
can be less risky for them as well. I use think pair share when I get crickets during a 
whole class discussion but I don’t want to spend too much time on a question.
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Clear outcome (singular). There should be only one task at a time. Instead of a packet 
of problems, as I used to do, I just give them one juicy problem.  This may differ from 
others’ experience. The outcome is clear. “Solve the problem.” “Answer the question on 
the board.” “You will have to teach your peers.” “Complete this teaching plan 
worksheet.”
Individual accountability. Usually, I have each group split up and then they have to 
teach their peers. Or, I might call on one person to present, so they all have to be 
prepared. If it is someone who I think will still not prepare well. I will say, “I’m going to 
call on one of you randomly, Bella. Hint-hint,” so that the others prepare Bella. I don’t 
do a grade attached to this, but I suppose you could.
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Assigning competence – this has to be authentic. It’s about directing a group to a 
student’s idea. This student typically holds low academic status (isn’t thought to be 
smart) in the class. They have an idea that you want the group to pursue. You use the 
student’s name, “I want to you talk about Henry’s idea.” You should only do this if it is 
authentic. For instance, saying, “Good job on #2, Henry. Did you guys see Henry did 
#2?” if #2 is something that they all should be able to do, can actually backfire. 
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If I was teaching a content course, I would probably decode the graph with the students 
a bit – but for professors, I need to keep it cognitively demanding enough for you to 
have something to discuss.
Get 2 people to repeat the directions. “Jess, what are you going to do in your group?”
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A note about wait time: My husband and I went to UMass, and you could take classes 
at the other 5 colleges. He took a class at Mount Holyoke and he told me, “Those girls 
don’t talk. I’m the only one raising my hand. I feel bad for the professor.” I told him that 
it can be a form of politeness for women to wait a bit so that if someone else really 
wants to talk, they get called on. It’s also not uncommon for girls to wait because they 
don’t want to be seen as attention hogs. My husband tried not raising his hand. He 
waited until he was beyond his comfort zone. And his female classmates started to 
raise their hands. He was astounded. “What must they think of me?” He said later. 
I share this story because it’s important to recognize that just because you have 3, 4, or 
5 hands does not mean you shouldn’t wait a little longer. In fact, you might only be 
hearing from a subset of the population – maybe it’s boys, or maybe it’s high achievers, 
or maybe it’s students from a particular racial or ethnic background. You can still wait –
and let them know you’re waiting if it helps.
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A question that occurred in the session: Do you get push back from students with all of 
this repeating? 
Mostly, no. I make it very clear why I am asking them to repeat – spoken words 
disappear, people get more precise and rethinking themselves when they hear their 
words in others’ mouths, I need to make sure people can hear and are paying attention 
to each other’s thinking, this is a practice that supports second language learners and 
students with ADD and anyone else who just happened to space out for a second. In 
regards to repeating directions, I’m pretty honest – I find that people work better when 
I use this technique because they aren’t confused about what to do. As a brand new 
teacher, this was my first point of feedback, clarity on directions, so this helps me to 
make sure that my directions are clear (there will be times when they aren’t) and that I 
haven’t missed anything, and that there is no confusion. 
There was one class that gave me push back at Curry,  my first semester, a course of 
mostly freshmen. I kept making them repeat and rephrase because they were not 
attending to each other’s thinking. They kept changing the idea and reporting out their 
own idea or saying something that didn’t make sense at all. In retrospect, I was using 
repeating when I should have either made them go back into small groups to discuss a 
claim that was posted on the board, or else did an impromptu jigsaw, new groups with 
1 member from each group. They needed more thinking time, with 1 very clear 
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outcome: What does this claim mean? Given an example. Is it true? If not, give a 
counter example. If true, explain how you know. I have found it helpful to have them 
make tables with these 4 directions, 1 per line, so that they can take notes. They do 
need help taking notes.
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We did not get a chance to talk about this, but here are some of my thoughts. Let’s 
continue the discussion. 
Of course, it’s hard to get perfect, and these are not silver bullets. We’re all on a quest 
to just be better.
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