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UUssiinngg  AAccttiivvee  LLeeaarrnniinngg  iinn  LLaarrggeerr  CCllaasssseess  
 
 
Overview  

Norm Smith has taught economics and business at Georgian College for over 20 
years in degree, applied degree, post diploma, diploma, and industry programs. 
One of the more recent challenges has been the increase in class sizes, 
especially because learning is not a spectator sport and requires active 
involvement. Norm has adapted many active learning practices to larger classes 
and although it continues to be a challenge, he is committed to it and hopes to 
promote more collegial dialogue and sharing around this challenge.  
 

Learning Outcomes 
Through active participation in the learning process, students improve their ability to: 

 Connect course concepts to personal experiences and life “in their world” 
 Work collaboratively to understand and apply course concepts 
 Practice thinking and problem-solving related to course concepts 
 Make interdisciplinary connections  

 
Description of the Practice 
 
(A) Preparation / Pre-teaching 
Active learning requires significant planning and preparation by teachers as well as more 
learning effort from students. Some preparation tips are outlined below. 
 
(i) Reflect on philosophical questions related to teaching and learning such as: 

 What is my philosophy of teaching and learning? What am I helping students learn? 
 How is active learning helping learners achieve the goals of the course? 
 What is my role in the teaching/learning process? What is the student’s role? 
 What is the connection between teaching and learning activities and assessment? 

 
(ii) Clearly define the learning goals/outcomes of the course 
Activities are not active learning. Students recognize if what you are having them to do is 
meaningful or if it is just filling time. Clearly defining the overall learning goals/outcomes for 
the course helps both faculty and students focus their efforts. Consider questions such as: 

 What are the key things students should be able to do related to the course concepts? 
 What is the overall purpose of the course in relation to students’ goals? 
 How will students be assessed in the course and how do the teaching strategies help 

them succeed with those assessments?  
 
(iii) Understand the impact on students.  
Active learning requires student involvement in the learning process. This will be positive for 
some students and threatening for others. The more we understand about student 
development and learning research, the better prepared we can be for the variety of reactions. 
 
(iv) Prepare and gather learning materials 
Effective learning materials are foundational for active learning. Students need to know that 
they are addressing the assessment content of the course. Learning materials include:  

 Textbook Resources. Aligning the textbook with one’s philosophy, course organization, and 
goals is important. It is also worth the time to investigate publisher support resources, since 
they can be very useful. However, says Norm, it is important to release oneself from the 
textbook and use it as a key resource, rather than a driving force.  

 Lesson Outlines and Study Guides. Weekly outlines of objectives, topics, and key 
concepts as well as study guide questions help students focus their study efforts 
(Remember: they are taking several courses).  



 Assignments and Tests. If assignments and tests are prepared in advance, teachers are 
more aware of the skills and knowledge to develop during classes.  

 Current Information and Examples. Key concepts are brought to life with current data, 
news headlines, examples, and multimedia resources. Faculty should also explore their own 
history and travel experiences for examples – everyone has them. 

 
(v) Set up the “Active Learning Environment” from Day 1 
To engage students in active learning, it is important to start off the course on this note. 

 Tone. From day 1, try to create an environment of respect, community, and active 
participation 

 Expectations. Most students have been tele-conditioned (i.e. lots of video, TV, 
MSN) so address this and outline expectations for an academic environment by 
discussing: 

o adult education principles as well as general learning principles  
o teaching philosophy  
o norms and expectations for the classroom learning environment.  

Norm balances fairness with caring, sets high 
expectations, reminds students often of the 
expectations, and supports learners in achieving the 
expectations.  

 Support for Learning. In order for students to take 
the risks required in active learning, faculty must properly support them in the process. 
Some suggestions include: 

To read more about Digital Natives, 
visit the following link: 
http://www.digitalnative.org/Main_Page  

o Help students see your role as a guide (facilitator) rather than a sage on the stage  
o Provide students with (or direct them to) the resources and supports needed for 

learning (on Blackboard, in the classroom, and through student services) 
o Structure learning for success and discuss learning issues with students 
o Find ways to bring fun and humour to the learning process 

 
(B) Logistics 
It is important to plan logistics carefully and articulate for students how learning strategies 
connect to course assessments (in the syllabus, in the first class, and before each activity)  
 
(i) Analyze logistics of course delivery before first class 
When preparing, scope out the learning environment (room set up, location, and technology) 
and consider how students will interact in the room. In order to cultivate a positive attitude to 
active learning, the logistics of a room should not be perceived as a barrier by students.  
 
(ii) Select and design active learning strategies carefully 
Using a variety of strategies and building our “toolkits” through reading and talking 
to colleagues is important.  When selecting strategies, consider the following: 

 Student to student interaction 
 Knowledge and skills required in the course assessment  
 Variety of learning preferences (visual, auditory, kinesthetic, and tactile; abstract 
and reflective; global and sequential).  

 
Some strategies that Norm uses regularly include: 
1. Think-Pair-Share. This low risk active learning strategy asks students to think or write 

about something, compare their work to their peers, and share with the large group.  
2. Collaborative activities. Successful collaborative activities include the following four 

elements: (i) positive interdependence, (ii) structure for group processing (iii) explicit 
expectations for social/ interpersonal skills; and (iv) individual accountability.  

 
Freakonomics (examples of economics applied to pop culture) form the 
basis of many of Norm’s activities (http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Freakonomics 
)  
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3. Self-assessment activities. These activities help students uncover their assumptions and 
levels of understanding related to topics. They might include practice questions based on 
study guides or interdisciplinary challenge questions.  

 
For example: Mauritius is the home of a famous animal which was once 
native to the island nation and is often associated with the tourist industry 
today. What animal is this? (Ask Norm for the answer.) 

 
 
 
 

4. Critical thinking challenges and case studies. Challenges and case studies engage 
students in thinking, questioning, and reading actively in order to understand issues in the 
world around them using economic principles. An example of this the “economic naturalist” 
approach is below. 

 
For example: Why do people litter or not? pick up garbage or not? recycle 
or not? How can this behaviour be explained using the principle of incentive?  

 
 
 

To read more about case-based teaching, visit the following link: 
http://www.crlt.umich.edu/tstrategies/tscbt.html  
 

 
 
 
5. Discussions. Discussions must be intentional and planned or they could result in too much 

“off topic” talk. Recommendations for discussions include:  
“Walk around 
and know your 
people.”  
(T.B.W.A. – 
teaching by 
walking around) 
 

o Identify the goal or objective for the discussion and select 
an appropriate format  

o Circulate to observe and encourage participation by 
listening, probing, synthesizing  

o Use selective reporting strategies (otherwise this can 
become tedious) 

o Provide positive reinforcement for students’ efforts 
o Summarize discussions to 

highlight positive 
comments 

To read more about teaching with discussions, visit 
the following link:  
http://teachingcenter.wustl.edu/teaching-discussions 

(C) Structuring for Success 
Several things Norm has learned over the years about how to facilitate active learning are 
described briefly below. 
i. Make a conscious effort to gain and focus student attention. There is a lot 

competing for student attention. As a teacher, there are 
several things we can do to help focus this attention during 
class time. 
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ii. Keep classes relevant and interesting. Continually look 
for ways to create interest and focus attention.  

iii. Use a variety of tools and strategies. Consider the 
strengths and limitations of all learning tools and use as 
much variety as possible. 

iv. Project voice. Talking with students (as opposed to talking 
at them) in a clear and audible voice is key to focusing their attention. Reading from 
notes and facing the board or screen when talking make it impossible for even the 
keenest students to pay attention. Consider having a colleague attend give you feedback 
on voice projection and perspectives from the back of the room. 

Ask yourself 
continually, 
“Why might 
this matter to 
today’s college 
students?” 
 

v. Focus on application. PowerPoint slides should be an aid to guide instruction, not a 
tool to repeat all information in the textbook. Lesson content focused on guiding students 
in understanding and applying the information and ideas, rather than just on 
transmitting information is much more engaging.   

vi. Change the pace. Plan instruction in short chunks. Try to plan one exercise for every 
hour of instruction and to make sure lecturing does not go on for more than 15-20 
minutes before getting students involved in some way – cognitively, affectively, 
physically, interpersonally.  

http://teachingcenter.wustl.edu/teaching-discussions
http://www.crlt.umich.edu/tstrategies/tscbt.html


vii. Focus on core principles. Revisit the core principles of the course regularly, weaving 
them into every class. For overcoming the content coverage versus active learning 
dilemma, Norm recommends: 
o Spend class time on difficult material, not all the material 
o Reinforce and revisit fundamental concepts regularly, using many different examples 

viii. Start with the concrete and move to the abstract. Introducing concepts in a 
concrete way is important for engagement. 

 
For example: Why do some manufacturers include $1000 of free software with a 
computer that sells for only slightly more than that? 
 

 
 
 
ix. Create opportunities for interaction. Active learning strategies provide opportunities 

for students to interact with each other and with the material of the course. Research 
shows that for most learners (not all) this enhances learning.  

 
(D) Evaluation 
As class sizes grow, teachers’ ability to provide individual feedback and accountability becomes 
increasingly difficult. It is important to find a realistic balance and accept the impact on some 
students’ success. Finding effective strategies to cope with marking is essential. There will 
always be a lot of it, but we need to find ways to offer feasible and appropriate feedback 
without burning out. Some evaluation tips include: 
i. Use grading rubrics. Although these tools take time to create, they reduce marking 

time. Rubrics help students understand and meet the expectations. 
ii. Share model answers. Showing students model answers reduces the need for 

extensive and repetitive individualized comments. 
iii. Limit editing efforts. Teachers should not be doing more work marking assessments 

than students did in preparing them. One strategy is to thoroughly edit the first major 
question or page. Then, make generalized comments for the remainder, indicating the 
need for a similar level of editing. 

iv. Refer students for help. Students are responsible for accessing the learning labs, 
learning strategists, or peer tutors for extra help in areas that they are weak. Ensure that 
they understand this responsibility and how to get that help. 

v. Integrate assessments. By reducing the number of assessments or essay questions 
and making them more integrated (drawing on several concepts of the course), you 
encourage the same amount of learning, but reduce the marking. 

vi. Use multiple choice assessment for knowledge and comprehension level 
learning. MCQs are useful for particular purposes. Learn about their strengths and 
limitations and how to write them effectively. 

vii. Explore technology options and assess their merit in relation to the learning goals.  
 
Tips for Practitioners 
 

 Start small, especially the first couple times you teach a course.  
 Build your toolkit of exercises by interacting with others and consulting resources. 
 Be willing to adapt. Teaching is a moving target and we have to continually adapt to 
remain effective. Be attentive to student behaviour and adapt as necessary. 

 Use a variety of strategies to recognize diverse student talents and learning styles 
 Share with colleagues. Peer support and interaction is crucial in our work as educators. 
We must reduce barriers and focus on similarities rather than differences. 

 Reflect and Refine. When students become more actively involved, things won’t always 
go as planned. Be gentle with yourself and your students in these situations and 
continually refine strategies based on observations, collegial discussions, and new ideas. 

 Active involvement matters. Despite the challenges, it is important to remember that 
active involvement is vital to the learning process at all levels of education. 

 Make it fun!  
 

For more information, contact Norm Smith. 
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