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Department of foreign Languages Faculty of Humanities and Social Sciences

If we peer into a typical university
classroom, we expect to see an instructor
giving lecture and a number of students
listening to the lecture. Clearly, in this
situation, the instructor is very active, but
the students are very passive. Today, this
type of classroom has been criticised for
failing to adopt active learning.

This article proceeds under the
following headings:

- What is Active Learning?

- Why Is It Important?

- How can Active Learning be
Incorporated in the Classroom?

- What are the Barriers?

- Conclusions and

Recommendations

What is Active Learning?
It is necessary, at this initial stage,
to know what active learning is. Chickering

and Gamson (1987) define active learning

as the learning situation in which students
must do more than just listen. They must
read, write, discuss, or be engaged in
solving problems. In other words, the
students must be actively involved. They
must engage in such higher-order thinking
tasks as analysis, synthesis, and evaluation.
In a similar fashion, Paulson and Faust
(2004) explain that active learning is
anything that students do in a classroom
other than merely passively listening to an
instructor’s  lecture.  This  includes
everything from listening practices which
help the students to absorb what they hear,
to short writing exercises in which students
react to lecture material, to complex group
exercises in which students apply course
material to real life situations.

The mentioned advocates stress the
learning activities other than just listening to

a lecture. This will allow the students to

interact more with the subject matter and

i
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organise their own learning. The instructor’s
role is to facilitate rather than dictate the

students’ learning.

Why Is It Important?

Active learning is  important
because of its powerful impact on students’
learning. Several studies have shown that
students prefer strategies promoting active
learning to traditional lectures.

Bonwell and Eison (2003) and
Starke (2007) assert that students learn more
if they are actively engaged with the
material they are studying. Besides, research
has shown that active learning is an
exceptionally effective teaching technique.
Regardless of the subject matter, when
active learning is compared to traditional
teaching methods (such as lecture), students
learn more material, retain the information
longer, and enjoy the class more. Active
learning allows students to lean in the
classroom with the help of the instructor and
other students (University of California at
Davis 2004).

Therefore, each instructor should

explore his or her classroom activities,

[36]

trying to experiment with alternative

approaches to instruction.

How can Active Learning be

Incorporated in the Classroom?

Adopting active learning does not
mean following highly structured methods
or even completely eliminating the lecture
format. Activities that encourage student
involvement can be incorporated into a
lesson plan. Some examples of active
activities include the following techniques:

Pauses during a Lecture -
According to Ruhl, Hughes, and Schloss
(1987), if the instructor allows students to
consolidate their notes by pausing three
times for two minutes each during a lecture,
students will learn significantly more
information.

Discussion — Discussion in class is
one of the most common strategies
promoting active learning. If the objectives
of a course are to promote long-term
retention of information, to motivate
students toward further leamning, to allow
in new

students to apply information

settings, or to develop students’ thinking



skills, then discussion is preferable to
lecture (McKeachie et al. 1986).

Several additional strategies
promoting active learning can similarly
influence students’ attitudes and
achievement. Visual-based instruction, for
example, can provide a helpful focal poins.
In-class writing across disciplines is another
productive way to involve students in doing
things and thinking about the things they are
doing. Other active learning pedagogies
worthy of instructors” use include
cooperative learning, debates, drama, role
playing and simulation, and peer teaching.

In short, the alternatives to
traditional classroom activities provide a
rich menu of different approaches that
instructors can add to their repertoire of

instructional skills.

What are the Barriers?

Many college instructors today
want to move from past passive learning to
active learning, to find better ways of
engaging students in the learning process.
But they must encounter a large number

obstacles.
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Some obstacles are associated with
the use of active learning including limited
class time, a possible increase in preparation
time, the potential diffuculty of using active
learning in large class, and a lack of needed
materials or resources (Bonwell and Eison
2003). Perhaps, the greatest barrier of all is
the fact that efforts to employ active
learning involve risks, such as the risks that
students will not participate, learn sufficient
content, or use higher-order thinking. There
are also the risks that the instructor will feel
a loss of control, lack necessary skills, or be
criticised for teaching in unorthodox ways.

Each obstacle, however, can be
overcome through

careful, thoughtful

planning.

Conclusions and Recommendations

The reform of instructional practice
in higher education must begin with
instructors’ efforts. An excellent first step is
to select

strategies promoting active

learning that one can feel comfortable with.

Bonwell and Eison (2003) suggest
that administrators can help stimulate and

support the efforts to change by highlighting
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the instructional importance of active
learning in the newsletters and publications
they distribute. And it is important to
provide follow-up to, and support for, the
efforts to change. In addition, academic
administrators can help these initiatives by
recognising and rewarding excellent
teaching in general and the adoption of

instructional innovations in particular.

" Active Learning

Equally important is the need for
more research to guide future practices in
the classroom. New research should
examine strategies that enhance students’
learning; explore the impact of students’
characteristics, such as gender, learning
styles, fields of specialisation; and be
published in journals widely read by

instructors.
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