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50 Ways to Lure Your Learner1*/Actively Engage your Students2//Add Some New 
Spice to your Teaching Repertoire: Active, engaged learning3 
 
Alice Cassidy, In View Education and Professional Development 
http://ca.linkedin.com/in/alicecassidy 
 
Abstract1 
 
"*Hop on the bus, Gus. Make a new plan, Stan." What are some techniques to hook or 
'lure' learners and to keep them motivated? Knowing how diverse our students, their 
interests, backgrounds and preferred learning styles, no one technique will be 
successful all of the time. This paper describes a large number of ways to have 
students engage with course material and objectives, citing examples from the author, 
participants from several sessions and from web resources. After reading this paper and 
checking out some of the many hotlinks, you will have 'more spice' to add to your 
teaching repertoire. We all want to help students learn. Let's see if we can add 50 ways 
to do just that. "*The answer is easy if you take it logically." 
 
*adapted from Paul Simon lyrics 
 
Abstract2 

 

What are some techniques to actively engage your students? Direct involvement with 
the material and processes of the course helps students meet intended learning 
objectives. This is true for any discipline and also considers diverse interests, 
backgrounds and preferred learning styles of students (and teachers!). Activities and 
techniques will be modeled throughout this session. After the session, you will be sent 
an electronic summary, including online links to more examples, details and references. 
We all want to help students learn. Join in on this session to share ways to do exactly 
that. 
 
Abstract3 
 
What are five techniques to motivate and actively involve your learners? Would you like 
to add more? Given the diversity we find amongst students, such as interests, 
backgrounds and preferred learning styles, no one technique or tool will be successful 
all of the time. Join us to be actively involved in a number of activities and strategies. 
We will explore ways to connect outcomes, assessment and in-class activities, 
encourage higher-order thinking, have students take responsibility for their learning, and 
more. Active learning techniques, which can be used to enhance student learning in 
broad and exciting ways, are applicable to a large range of disciplines and class sizes. 
Leave with some 'new spice' to add to your teaching repertoire, including step-by-step 
instructions on how to lead activities, and ideas on their application to a wide variety of 
learning environments. 
 
Introduction 
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Welcome to an essay in the form of a numbered list. It is organized into five basic topics 
in teaching and learning. Each numbered item is a suggestion on something you might 
do in your teaching and/or facilitating. You will also find examples from: 
• My own teaching and facilitating practice 
• Contributions by participants of various tailored versions of this session I have led, 

between 2008 and 2012 at:  
- 2008 conference of the Society for Teaching and Learning in Higher Education 

(STLHE) at the University of Windsor (where an earlier version of this article 
appears in CELT (Collected Essays on Learning and Teaching, Volume II, 2009); 
see http://apps.medialab.uwindsor.ca/ctl/CELT/vol2/CELT1.pdf 

- 2009 workshop for teaching post-doctoral fellows in the Faculty of Arts at the 
University of British Columbia (UBC)  

- 2009 seminar for members of the teaching community at the 13th annual TAG 
Institute, UBC 

- Conference session at The Teaching Professor, in Washington, DC, on June 7, 
2009 

- Workshop for the British Columbia Legal Management Association (BCLMA) on 
November 26, 2009 

- Large group session during Instructional Skills Workshop at the University of 
British Columbia on May 6, 2010 

- Active Learning workshop for Residence Life Managers, UBC on 23 July, 2011 
- Online seminar, 10 Ways to Actively Engage your Students, for Magna 

Publishing, on May 3, 2011 
- Keynote address at College Educator Development Program, Phase 2, Mohawk 

College, May 9, 2012 
• Contributions from facilitators, college and university teachers and others who, 

with permission, have used excerpts of this material 
• Contributions from colleagues (who gave their permission) via listservs and 

groups, including Professional and Organizational Development Network in 
Higher Education (POD) and Innovative Learning (a LinkedIn group) 

• References for future exploration, in the form of web links or related tips.  
 
How to use this document:  Of course is it best used on your computer so you can 
hot-link directly to the many URLs. I don’t recommend reading the document from start 
to finish, though you may want to! You may want to concentrate on one or two 
techniques at a time, see what others have done, and how, then try some out in your 
next class. Also try searching for a particular term (game, e.g., appears in several of the 
numbered items). Some of the numbered points have a LOT of examples; all meant to 
help you with your particular discipline, or inspire you to adapt one to your own. 
 
Note that in order to simplify the text, most examples are written in the first person, 
regardless of who contributed it. Where the context or discipline is known, this is noted. 
And there are many disciplines represented in the examples! You might want to do a 
search for words that describe your discipline and see what comes up. Some 
contributors have also asked/agreed for me to include their name, and/or their contact 
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information so you can communicate directly with them. See the end of this document 
for an invitation for you to add your contact information for something you have 
contributed and/or to make more contributions!  
 
For some points and examples, company names are included, with the registered 
trademark symbol. Inclusion of these references does not imply any form of judgment or 
stated value about them. I have included as many web links as I can. If you find a 
broken link, I hope you can let me know so I can fix it for the next version of the list. You 
will also see lots of terms and phrases that you can copy into your favourite search 
engine to find more information. 
 
Ready to get on the bus and be actively engaged? 
 
I. Starting and ending 
 
Preface:  In some versions of this session, with groups of 80, 140 and an online group 
of up to 600, the first slide invited participants to turn to the person next to them, 
introduce themselves and say what Active Learning meant to them (in the online 
seminar it was the first invitation to contribute using Chat). This might be something to 
try in any seminar or course, using the topic of your course to get learners talking right 
away). Examples of responses:  the person doing the talking is the one doing the 
learning or “students are talking, not just the faculty”. It is hands-on, experiential, loud, 
energizing, engaged, fun. There might be cooperative learning groups, a student 
ʻconnectsʼ the objectives of a lesson to the outcome through a demonstration or project. 
An example from a math course was “keeping students from shutting down before the 
first assignment is assigned”.  
 
People are interested, actively thinking about course material, questioning, discussing. It 
is keeping students engaged and connecting the material to their daily lives; making the 
connection that the material they are learning is important and relevant to their lives, 
students are involved in activities relevant to the curriculum or practising what they are 
learning, such as through simulations, projects or role playing. Active listening looks like 
the looks on students' faces; they are engaged in participatory learning. There is 
movement in the classroom; people are performing a task.   
 
One person started the example from what is not active learning:  “heads are down; 
students not even looking at front of room, whereas active learning would then be heads 
up, looking around, talking”.  Finally, active learning means to be involved and 
participate cognitively; each party, including the one teaching, is responding to that 
moment, willing to grow and improve.  I could not agree more. This seems like a fitting 
way to start. 
 

1. Get to know your students; find out in your first class. You also might want to build 
in some of these activities later in term, or to act as an ‘energizer’ (see Point 2 
below).  Example 1: Ask "who are you?" In a course for teachers, by show of 
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hands, you might ask who teaches in what roles, or in your course on any topic, 
ask some key questions related to their background (how many have ever taken a 
course on this topic). You can also choose some questions that are more general:  
how many were born in this city, on the count of 3 say what you had for breakfast, 
your favourite place on campus, or ‘the one thing you cannot resist” (by the way, 
in all the times I have posed that question, chocolate is the most frequent 
response!). Example 2:  In a legal management course on computer skills, ask 
for one person to say what they are expecting to learn, or hoping to get out of 
today's session, then ask, by a show of hands, how many others also wish that. 
Example 3:  In one-on-one computer training sessions, ask your learner where 
they have worked before and what programs they have used. This informal 
chatting is a good way to orient the teacher to where the learner is at as we start 
out. Example 4: In the social sciences, ask each person to share 2 truths and a 
lie (or a wish, if you donʼt like to use ʻlieʼ). Example 5:  For philosophical chairs, 
do a debate style discussion on ethical issues. Example 6:  In a general education 
course, break into pairs, interview and introduce one another; check in as a shoe, 
check in as a forest animal (what kind of shoe or what kind of forest animal are 
you?).  Example 6:  In a career-related course, or something where there are 
many adult learners, ask “why did you come back to school?”. Example 7:  In an 
exercise physiology course, ask what have you always wanted to know about 
exercise? Share with class, by end of class question in answered (adjust for your 
discipline!). Other examples for any discipline:  introductions with the question, 
“who is your favorite movie star and why?” or “what actor would play you in the 
movie of your life?”; opening ranking task to introduce teamwork (not content 
related, such as ʻif stranded on moonʼ or ʻgoing on a picnicʼ; ask one thing 
students want to change about their personalities and what they like about their 
personalities (this one might be risky, so decide when to use it best); describe a 
hobby or most recent music album listened to; say what famous person would you 
like to spend a day with (living or dead); ask “who am I” (perhaps they have a card 
with a personʼs name on it and fellow students have to ask questions to find out 
who); change something about your appearance, partner must notice, now 
change two things and see if your partner notices, now multiple things…; students 
draw a life map and use it to explain something about themselves; “along the lines 
of rock-paper-scissors, use “bear, mosquito, trout” as an energizer. 

2. Break the ice. Do a web search for 'icebreaker' (or related 'energizers'). Example 
1:  This website gives lots of examples: 
http://www.kimskorner4teachertalk.com/classmanagement/icebreakers.html  
Example 2:  Brain Gym® includes exercises to try as a quick break, for focus and 
concentration: http://esl.about.com/od/englishlessonplans/a/braingym.htm 
Example 3: You may also want to check out the work of Janet Zadina, such as  
“Six Weeks to a Brain-Compatible Classroom” at http://www.brainresearch.us/ 

3. Play bingo. Human bingo that is. If you email me, I can send you a word template 
I have used in the past; it is a great way for students to get to know each other 
early in term. I have also modified this bingo sheet to be a tool for participants' 
note-taking throughout a session. For example, when I have led sessions on 



Ask my permission!  Please do not share this document electronically with others. Everyone is welcome 
to contact me about using it:  alicecas@telus.net 
 

©  Alice Cassidy, In View Education and Professional Development, alicecas@telus.net;  
Permission required to share this document, or excerpts, in any way. 
 

5 

active teaching techniques, I have used a playful and appropriate acronym (such 
as BIG PAGE Bingo for a group of librarians), with each letter in some of the cells, 
B, I, G, etc., standing for a technique such as brainstorming, icebreaker, group 
work). As each technique is revealed, participants use the sheet to fill in the cell. 
Other cells are things like "One I will try", or "A question I have" (thanks to my 
colleague Nicola Simmons for inspiration for those phrases). Once they get a full 
line, they call out Bingo, briefly share what each cell in the winning line, and 
sometimes get a teaching-related prize. It is a fun way for participants to make 
meaningful notes and to ask them to share what they are thinking during the 
session. 

4. Connect learning objectives to assignments in your course outline/syllabus.  
http://www.nwlink.com/~donclark/hrd/templates/objectivetool.html If you email me, 
I am happy to send you some examples from science courses I have taught. 

5. Show your students what they have to look forward to in this course. Example 1: 
When teaching computer skills in a busy law firm, I sometimes kick off a session 
with a customized cross-word puzzle. It serves as a warm-up or 'fun prep' and it 
can help to introduce terminology, or see where learners are struggling. I use 
Eclipse® http://download.cnet.com/EclipseCrossword/3000-18536_4-
10049458.html; there is also other software available, much for free, from the 
web; search the phrase crossword puzzle generator', 

6. Invite your students to start some classes, or otherwise share, explain or teach 
part of a class, even if it is for only a few minutes. Example 1: Schedule any 
formal presentations by students to happen first, followed by anything the 
instructor may be presenting. Example 2: For informal 'show and tell' in my 
ecology course for non-science majors, I had students sign up on particular dates 
to do presentations or interactive lessons. On these days, when I came into the 
room I went to the side or back of the room to be one of the participants and the 
students knew the order in which they would speak. I let them get run things until 
the show and tell session was over. Example 3: Many classes start with student 
presentations in a first year Coordinated Arts (Arts 1) class, with 25 students in 
the discussion part of class, and in a first year Philosophy class, with 20 students 
in the discussion part of class. Students sign up and once a week, have to come 
up with discussion questions and why they are important. They are in small 
groups the whole term, to get to know each other. I have these discussions 
happening concurrently and I mark their written outlines. Example 4:  Have them 
read a book, then take chapters in individual units. They don't present in class, but 
go to the board and write salient points made by the author.  Example 5:  Ask 
students to find and show a relevant clip from You-Tube® (especially for an 8 am 
class).  Example 6:  Ask them to bring a current event (relates to Point 7 below). 
Example 7: In my physics class, it happened inadvertently, when a student asked 
a question, then proceeded to answer it himself! Example 8: I “reaffirm my 
ignorance” in class, asking students, “does anyone know the answer?” If not, I 
step in. 

7. Ask students "what's news?" to link current events/issues with the course. There 
are many ways to do this; just one (that could work for any discipline) is to 
summarize a current event and then have a class discussion on it. On some 
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campuses, a local newspaper is free for use by instructors and students (one 
example is the New York Times at some US campuses.) Example 1:  In an 
international business course, an instructor asks students to collect news items 
that relate to the topic and bring them to class to share and discuss. Example 2:  
In an Israeli politics course (where there is lots of news), I urge students to go to 
an online newspaper and keep updated. Example 3: In my first year geology 
course, I was talking about landslides. Such an event nearby was in the news; I 
got a photo from a consulting engineer in our department and showed it to the 
students. I asked if they could tell from the photo what kind of slide, or how the 
slope had failed; we also talked about how to mitigate it. I asked them vote on 
what kind of slide it was after talking in small groups. Example 4: In a course on 
bio-energy and bio-conversion, I ask students what they have heard in the news 
(e.g. the pine beetle epidemic has been featured in the news – I might use that as 
a trigger.) Example 5: When teaching a unit on Egyptian archaeology, I found that 
the Royal Ontario Museum (ROM) in Toronto had a new exhibit about it. I brought 
this information into class and asked students to talk about how it was being 
represented (as it was very related to the lesson, we spent 40 minutes of an 80-
minute lesson on this; and I would do it again.) Example 6:  In health sciences or 
bioethics, show examples in the media about patientʼs right to refuse treatment. 
Other health care examples:  have a debate based on current issue; discuss 
process Improvement or health care reform. Example 7:  In math and finance, 
can link current events in the news from around the world. Example 8:  In 
marketing, use actual advertisements. Example 8:  In social sciences, can 
choose just about any controversial topic. Example 9:  You might want to have 
students use an affinity diagram http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Affinity_diagram, 
which is a tool to organize ideas and brainstorming, for how the news connects to 
the course. Example 10:  In a US sociology course, ask students to write about 
the Afghan war. Example 11:  In microbiology, point out that shower heads have 
bacteria; it is a great discussion point for class! Example 12:  In nutrition, bring in 
current events/news about various supplements, vitamins, minerals. Example 13:  
In automotive and business training, we use warranty and recall info and new 
vehicle technology and have the students present it. Example 14:  In international 
business for engineers, there are many news articles to pick from about securing 
resources/commodities. Example 15:  In social sciences, students make posters 
of current international social issues that they share with the class and whole 
college. Example 16:  have students do a comparison of a news report on a study 
with the actual study. Example 17:  In ethics, use any cases of capital 
punishment and ideas of retributive justice. Example 18:  In music, when a well-
known performer dies, we make sure students know who they were and what their 
contributions were (I could see that being valuable for people in any field). 
Example 19:  In criminal justice, students use news reports on local criminal 
activity. Example 20:  In pharmacy technology, students describe research on 
new drug development from the media. 

8. Connect assignments and class activities to students’ lives and interests. 
Example 1:  Electrical engineering:  I ask students, “have you worked in a 
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factory? What equipment did you use? I then connect my lecture to it. Example 2:  
In a careers class, where I want students to think about their strengths and 
weaknesses, I ask them what, as a child, “did you lose yourself in” for hours on 
end? As they explain, others in class help brainstorm possible careers that would 
let you do that, because clearly it was something you loved and still might. 

9. End the course the way you started - by motivating students to keep active in the 
discipline. Example 1: On the last day of a course related to the environment, I 
read a brief media article from that day to the students, informing them of a 
controversial road development that could threaten a special habitat. By simply 
bringing this news to their attention, you can bet that many students will follow the 
story, and maybe even get involved locally! Example 2: In an English course, ask 
students to write at the start and again at the end of the course about the value of 
the course topic (in this case, the writing of Shakespeare.) Example 3: I let 
students that the course outline is based on input from last year's class, who told 
me what was most valuable to them (see Point 10 below).  Example 4: In one of 
the last classes, I invite students to give me input on the readings  keep them the 
same, add or subtract/change any? This gives them a voice in next year's class. 
Example 5: On the first day, I ask students to write their name and the most 
interesting thing they want me to know about them, and one thing they think will 
happen in course; half-way through, I check in and see what they now think. 
Example 6: In Continuing Studies Excel® and Access® courses, in the second set 
of classes, I ask people how their life is different after having taken the first 
classes. We ended up doing a review of the whole first session, and all from the 
students. Example 7: I end with the intro lab for the “next course” even if there 
isn’t one, just to show students that there is always more to learn. Example 8: In 
my “pop research” class, students come to class with their laptops, so I ask them 
to look things up on the spot, and to show class too. 

10. Form an advisory team of course alumni. For example, I have done this, inviting 
any and all students to be part of it, sending them drafts of next year's new or 
adapted assignments and related course plans to get their input. I found that they 
really appreciated being asked, and always gave good advice that I made sure to 
incorporate. I make sure to let the current year of students known that graduates 
of the course were a part of making it what it is today. 

11. Build on projects completed by previous year's students. This approach is well-
suited to community service-learning projects and can show students that such 
initiatives are not only academically challenging, but worthwhile over the long term 
too. Examples and resources can be found at the Canadian Alliance for 
Community Service-Learning at: http://www.communityservicelearning.ca/en/ 

 
 
II. Active learning 
 

12. Model how creativity and learning go hand in hand. Example 1: See Teaching for 
Creativity: Two Dozen Tips by Robert Sternberg and Wendy M. Williams at 
http://www.cdl.org/resource-library/articles/teaching_creativity.php.  Example 2:  
In a 2nd year intensive Japanese language course that includes many topics on 
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the culture of Japan. At the end of class, students do electronic presentations on a 
topic of their choice (I let it be very broad). Some students pick serious topics 
such as war, history, or comfort women. Others pick from pop culture, such as a 
cross-cultural comparison of TV talent shows. Everyone enjoyed it and got 
something out of it and everyone gets a DVD so they can learn from peers. In the 
second term, they go back and re-do it, again learning from peers. They (and I) 
can get help from our technology unit. I use the material for future years. It is lots 
of work, but motivates students to do something on their own related to the 
course. Example 3: I carry two or three things along as a supplement, so that if 
things are dragging, I can switch gears and add it in (I call these my hip pocket 
ideas). Example 4: In a science course, I bring in a bag of bubblegum and if 
things bog down, I can toss some out. Example 5: When I was a learner, the 
teacher started a game related to the topic; it changed the pace and was very 
helpful. Example 6: Maryann from Texas adds that sometimes making students 
create their own games (to be played by fellow students) helps.  

13. Hear your students' 'voices' in every class, through informal discussion or other 
oral formats, brief writings, drawings or other contributions shared with the rest of 
the class, or just with you, in a variety of formats and frequencies. Example 1: 
Ask students to share a story or narrative that relates to the topic of the class or 
course. Example 2: Show a film clip (in this course it is an example of editing) 
and have them clap when they see a new shot; so they see the process of editing 
from the clapping. Example 3: How to encourage people other than the 'usuals' to 
contribute? In a room of 60 students, have 'home teams' that they are assigned to 
(3-4 people). Ask the home team to discuss the question first. I find they are then 
more willing to share. Other ways to ask people by name - tell them up front, give 
them a chance to pass once or twice, or they can ask for help from neighbour or 
the class. Tie contributions to a participation mark? (This can be tricky! Is 
participation one of the course's learning objectives? Think about how you are 
actually calculating the mark, and if it is even worth it, including your effort. If you 
do this, design a participation rubric to show how you figured out the marks. It 
may save you grief later when asked to justify such a mark, plus it is fair to 
students.) Example 4: When teaching an English class in China, I want to see 
what students are looking for in the class, so I ask them at the start (about their 
expectations). They always say they 'just want to pass the exam'. I use their input 
to talk about the value of learning the language, including literature, festivals, 
culture. This is a technological institution, so students don't always see the value 
of reading literature, but they do want to learn the language and are interested in 
linguistics, so I am able to bring what they say into the course right from the start. 
Example 5: I start my history class by asking students to turn to a neighbour and 
talk about something you liked from last night's reading; it helps them to get ready 
for the discussion that will follow. Example 6:  In science and/or engineering, ask 
"any suggestions?", "What do you think about electronic equations... would that 
work?: In medicine or basic sciences, to ask a question might put people on edge, 
so instead ask them how they solved a problem (make it a process question). 
Example 7:  Do 'back to back' the 'front to front'. Often students need more time 
to think, then talk. Ask them to stand back to back and think about it, then turn 
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front to front and talk  (they get up and move and talk to different people). 
Example 8:  If I ask students to speak in every class, it might be too much. So, in 
some classes I might introduce concepts, then in later classes, we do more 
reflective activities with them sharing. Example 9:  In working with teachers; I 
invite them not to do all the talking, but to give students an idea of what is 
expected, then turn it over to them and see how they have interpreted what you 
have done. Example 10: Ask students to complete and hand in a one minute 
paper or the related ʻmuddiest pointʼ. Example 11:  Polling with clickers, or, in a 
math course, use of colored cards to indicate answer (yes/no; agree/disagree), or 
ask each student to write A B C D on a sheet of paper - fold to show letter answer 
the choose to some multiple choice questions you post (itʼs a low tech clicker). 
Example 12:  In respiratory therapy, students solve case studies. Example 13:  
In health sciences, after group discussion each week, one student from each 
group shares the groupʼs ideas with the class. Example 14:  In math, we use a 
jeopardy-style game. Example 15:  Reviewing a ʻContinuous Improvement Storyʼ 
(you might want to google this; some very interesting ideas). Example 16:  In 
architecture, we use a ʻhot potatoʼ idea, with a soft squishy ball.  Throw to one 
student and they answer then throw to next. The ball and neat responses go 
around room. One student volunteers to write down all the responses to share 
with everyone. Example 17:  Once into groups, have each group pick a team 
leader. They have them lead each group and teach certain areas of the class 
(sounds like it would be even more effective if leaders cycle through the group so 
everyone has to do it at some point). Example 18:  In every class, have a hands-
on or problem solving discussion, preferably mid way through the class. Example 
19: In health sciences, I create question/answers pairs and hand them out. Some 
students have slips of papers with questions, while others have slips with 
answers. They must pair up with each other. Example 20:  Presentations. 
Example 21:  Sudokos®. Example 22: In science, small classroom experiments. 

14. Try out a cubing writing exercise:  including for peer to peer feedback. I first heard 
about and practised this activity in a session on teaching portfolios led by Barbara 
Cambridge. Check out this Humboldt State University example: 
http://users.humboldt.edu/tduckart/Cubing.htm. If you email me, I am happy to 
send you a brief overview I wrote that you might use as a ‘primer’ to try it yourself. 
Example: When we talked about this exercise during an Instructional Skills 
Workshop (ISW), participants brainstormed the following possibilities for the six 
‘sides’ of the cube: describe it, analyze it, list the steps involved in it, find 
supporting data for it, relate it to something else, ask about it 

15. Include opportunities for students to do reflective writing, even if it is not shared (it 
is important to tell them, before they begin writing, if you will collect it or not, and if 
you will ask them to share it, or keep it only for themselves.) Example 1: I give out 
a minute-paper (about today's topic) that is not graded; sometimes I collect them, 
but not always. People usually take it quite seriously. Also see Point 28. Email if 
you would like a one-minute paper template you can use or adapt. Example 2: In 
a math-oriented course, I them to do word problem-solving on occasion; I give 
them 5-10 minutes to write about the problem, then ask them to vote for the right 
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or best answer (and show it). I then give out that same format in assignments and 
tests. Example 3: In a business class, 10% of the grade is for active learning, and 
students get a choice of assignments. One of them is to write a reflective journal - 
about 15% of the students choose this assignment. I explain the choices in terms 
of learning styles to help them choose. Reflective writing takes time but has a lot 
of value. Students hand in some very powerful writing and I can see the added 
value they have gotten from the course. Other choices are an in-class 
presentation, bring in some published articles for discussion or contribute to online 
forum. Example 4:  In a general biology course, I ask students to write poetry 
about a topic, and read it to each other. Example 5:  I ask students to write the 
'muddiest point' as they leave the lecture. Or, you might try 'what is a point you 
can teach to someone else'.  Example 6:  In political science, students look at 
current events, but also do political cartoons. They enjoy looking at this different 
aspect and so much information is relayed in a cartoon. Example 7: In one of the 
sessions on 50 ways that I facilitated, the topic was “how I feel now about active 
engagement is” (I let folks know this was only for them, and they would not be 
asked to share it.) Example 8: Students did a course blog, with the only 
requirement that they be reflective, saying what they personally got out of 
particular classes or assignments. Example 9. In marketing communications, to 
talk about who we reach, I bring in or show a variety of shoes and ask students to 
draw pictures of the target audience – who do you think wears those shoes? I ask 
them to write a message to the owner of those shoes about the product or service 
we are selling. It can help to dispel misconceptions too. 

16. Have 'fill-in-the-blank' in your presented slides. Example 1: I give a weekly online 
quiz based on the lectures.  Example 2: I find that using animation (for the 
answers) in PowerPoint® is helpful. Example 3: When using a PowerPoint® 

presentation, I stop at various times for learners to provide points of discussion for 
the next part of presentation. Example 4: I show students images in an Earth and 
Ocean Sciences course, asking them what the images all have in common. 
Example 5:  I ask students to choose amongst several ways to solve a problem. 
Example 6: As I prepare the materials for a computer skills class in a law firm, as 
I come up with certain points I want them to remember, e.g. who, what, where... I 
give it to them as a question-based PowerPoint® and they try to fill in the answers 
as the session takes place. 

17. Require a 'ticket to class' to ensure pre-reading or prep is done. Example 1: I 
have done this to prepare students for a computer lab led by a librarian to prepare 
students to find scholarly material in the discipline. The class before, I give them a 
brief newspaper article to read, and a coloured slip of paper. I have three different 
colours. Those with the blue slip need to do the first question (e.g. after reading 
this article, what questions does it raise for you about further research?). Each 
colour is a unique question that students have to write down and bring to the 
computer lab when they come in the door. Some years I have given a small mark, 
such as 1%, and other years no mark. Either way, I find it ensures that all 
students have read the material, and come prepared for the session. What they 
write is also helpful to the librarian in that she can refer to some of the students' 
responses as she works through the lesson. Example 2: In teaching computer 
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skills at a law firm, as new people join the office, I connect with each one, so I am 
ready beforehand, and can fine-tune or know where to focus a session for them. 
Online survey tools such as Survey Monkey® can make this easy for participants 
to complete, and you to summarize. I do this so I can tailor courses by skill level. 
Example 3: I ask participants questions by email before they take a computer 
skills course. Example 4: For a series of computer skills sessions, first I conduct a 
web-based psychological or personal profile of seminar participants via the web, 
to know their learning styles/preferences and how much structure in a seminar 
they find useful. See Spiral (Social) Dynamics by Clare Graves 
http://www.clarewgraves.com/home.html This might have some connections to 
Maslow's Hierarchy of Needs. You may want to explore these ideas. 

18. Design some assignments such that students can submit them by email (to you or 
to the whole class) or via the web (such as an online discussion room posting) - 
you may see another side to your students. Example 1: In a psycho-medications 
class with 30 students, I ask them to say 10 things they know for sure; they then 
go away and prove or disprove, using text reference and evidence for their views. 
Example 2: In a non-credit, web-based course, students create a web page, so 
can look back and see who is in your course. After a lecture, I ask the class to 
email answers to a question back to instructor; this really engages. Example 3: I 
give my students a web assignment using the audio function in WIMBA® (in what 
was then WebCT®) to listen, then record their voices as the answer; students can 
also listen to the responses of others in class (peer learning) and they can do it on 
their own time. Example 4: I have students comment on other students' 
presentations (I find this also encourages them to go to class during the student 
presentations). A challenge is that some students see it as busy work.  Example 
5: In a non-credit course on safety for graduate students, designed as a self-study 
web-based format, I use the multiple choice quiz function (in what was then 
WebCT® and Vista®) to mix up the questions randomly. It is good for re-testing 
and they can do the quizzes as many times as they want. In this example, if 
graduate students want teaching assistant (TA) assignments, they have to have 
completed this safety course first; the web tools allows easy checking of who has 
completed it. Example 6: In art history, I give students a web assignment where 
they use only resources on the web and do an annotated bibliography. I found the 
grading to be a lot of work and I am wondering if there is a way to bring in some 
peer grading (also as a way for the material to be shared more.) Example 7: For 
any courses you teach that relate to this particular software, check out Microsoft's 
MS® tutorials and reference cards; you can adapt or shorten them for your 
particular session, and email them to participants. Example 8: I use crossword 
puzzles (also see Point 5 above) as homework, the answers relating to the 
session we just did. I post the answers a few days later on the web so participants 
can check out they did. Example 9: I design web or email-based assignments, 
both before class (see Point 16) and after, to be fun, short and sweet. I find that 
this helps participants to become interested before they come (one thing I have 
done for a computer skills class is to email them a nicely completed Excel® 
spreadsheet before the class on it so they can see what they will learn to do.) 
Example 10: I show participants how to do a task in the class (in this case, 
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related to computer skills), then I email them the assignment or make it available 
on the web. After the class is over, I ask them to complete the assignment and 
send it to me. I make sure to be available to them (by phone or via a remote 
computer so I can see their work as they do it) so they know they have help and 
are not on their own. Things I learn from them about stumbling points, or what is 
easiest to do, helps me tailor the next session to best help them. 

19. Use technology for other forms of active learning. Example 1:  In a chemistry 
course where demos can be hard to do, since you have to gather chemicals and 
other materials, instead I show a video that does the same thing (this can be 
helpful too in fields where a demo could be potentially dangerous, such as the 
correct way to connect a battery). Example 2:  In a journalism course, I use 
music, song lyrics, or movies as metaphors. 

20. Invite total participation through Think-Pair-Square-Share, where each person first 
talks to someone next to them (to answer a question or issue you pose), then, 
after a couple of minutes, each pair finds another pair nearby to share what they 
talked about. The instructor/facilitator can then do a number of things as follow-up, 
such as ask for one or two examples to be shared, invite a show of hands about 
how similar (within each group) contributions were, or have them take part in 
another activity based on their group work.  

21. Do a 'Jigsaw'. Each student is the 'expert' on one part; they must work 
collaboratively to get the full picture; have experts in the area get together first, so 
they become more expert, then return to the broader group where each one is the 
expert. Research has shown that we learn more by teaching it. For an 
assessment, individuals or small groups do the work. Instructor asks them 
questions - can ask any member. Higher marks often result. If you email me, I can 
send you my instructions on how to do it in your teaching practice, and related 
notes and references. Example 1: This technique was used in a theatre class to 
learn multiple responsibilities of each person in a production. Example 2: Make 
experts out of a pair - bring in two short articles; each student gets one and is 
asked to read (5 minutes) then teach the other about it - they are now the expert. 
See another example of collaborative learning in Point 40. 

22. Ask students to "think of a time" that relates to today's topic, and draw, write, talk, 
or think. I have used this technique to introduce ecosystems of the world (first 
asking students to think of a time and place in the world that they really liked, then 
describe it by its natural characteristics. 

23. Create lots of time on task during class time. This is one of Arthur Chickering and 
Zelda Gamson's (1987) Seven Principles for Good Practice in Undergraduate 
Education: http://www2.honolulu.hawaii.edu/facdev/guidebk/teachtip/m-files/m-
7princ.htm For example, for some computer skills tasks during class, I ask the 
participants, who work in a law firm, to go back to their desk and actually do the 
task, then email it to me so I know if, or how well they did it. It helps me to focus 
the rest of the session when they return, and it gives me feedback on how well I 
have explained the technical parts of the task. 

24. Throw a snowball! Pose a question to students (it can be factual, but this activity 
is better suited to open-ended questions about their own experiences or views). 
Ask them to write it down, on a half-sheet of paper that they will not be keeping, 
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and something that they are okay with others seeing and legibly so they can read 
it! Once done, ask them to crumple it up and toss it (gently) into the crowd. Now, 
everyone pick one up. If it is yours, re-toss it. Ask students to read what is on the 
snowball you un-crumple (to themselves, or share with another or ask for some 
examples to be read out.) Example 1: In teaching psychology stats, many people 
are math-phobic. So, I ask students at the start of the course to "write all your 
feelings about the topic, then crumple it up and throw it away, because it does not 
have to be that way. In this course that is just what we will show." And many 
more examples:  Email me to receive a large list of snowballs 'tossed' in several 
conference sessions and other workshops and seminars, completing the 
sentence, "One thing I do to actively engage learners is....". 

25. Take a hike. Or a walk. It can actually be outside, in the field (the field can be just 
outside the classroom) or you can bring 'the field' to your class, through the use of 
objects, videos, pictures. Your course has a connection to the real world - show it 
to your students. In a wildlife-habitat course I started recently, I began each class 
with a “mystery item”, such as a small item from nature (that I would then return 
there), a photo, or a video. I simply asked students to make observations and ask 
questions about it. I pointed out that it was far less important to know what the 
object was, and far more important to be able to describe what they saw (or 
heard, smelled, felt), and to be able to ask good questions. 

 
 
III. How's it going? 
 

26. Conduct mid-term feedback (also called concurrent feedback). Example 1:  
Check out this brief piece on benefits and challenges from the Science Centre for 
Learning and Teaching (Skylight) at the University of British Columbia: 
http://www.skylight.science.ubc.ca/node/473. Example 2:  Use an online survey 
tool, such as the survey within Google Docs®, or Survey Monkey® (both are free) 

27. Respond to the mid-term feedback! Show your students you really meant it when 
you asked what they thought, or what they liked best or what they wished could 
be changed (remember, you need to pose your questions so that there is actually 
a chance for you to make changes they suggest.) See Example 1 of Point 35 
below for a specific example of how 'changing in response to mid-term feedback' 
this has been done. 

28. Give out a one-minute paper or other brief feedback more often. Also see Point 
15. The book Classroom Assessment Techniques by Tom Angelo and Patricia 
Cross describes this and many other wonderful techniques: 
http://www.ntlf.com/html/lib/bib/assess.htm 

29. "I'm just wondering...". Find a way to allow your students to ponder, pose, ask, 
discuss, by allowing this very open-ended inquiry from time to time - could be 
written on a piece of paper with no name, or done in small groups and reported 
back, or done using the snowball technique described above. In one example of 
using this in a session for university teaching (about these 50 ways), when the 
group seemed perplexed by what I was asking them, I sought suggestions from 
them on how to do this, using a technique we had not yet used. So, on the topic of 
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evaluating student learning, one participant suggested that everyone 'say how I 
am feeling now in terms of how successful the section on student learning has 
been for me' using a hand signal (thumbs up, down, neutral or more creative!). 
Then, turn to your neighbour to see what signal they gave and talk about what 
was unclear to you. Now share with the facilitator. I will admit it was risky, but 
worth it. At this point several constructive suggestions were made that are now 
part of future sessions. 

30. Ask your students to "be a statue" - it takes 30 seconds and can be done 'on the 
fly', such as when interest seems to be waning. Some examples I have seen 
during this activity are 'thinker', 'thank you for these gifts, 'I am receptive to these 
ideas', with both arms extended', smiling, both hands up (in happiness? or having 
'seen the light'?) and "I am listening". There have also been energizer bunnies 
and happy faces. Also, I think, much reflection, entertainment and laughter. 

31. Pass it on... This is an activity that can work very well in a large lecture room with 
fixed seats. Ask each student to take out a half-sheet of paper that they can pass 
around the room. Ask them to note down something that relates to what you have 
been doing in your class or lecture  let them know that whatever they write will be 
shared. It can be something that they do, think or believe or it can be a fact from 
the lecture or textbook factual. Give them 5 minutes, then ask them to fold it in 
half, and pass it along X number of spaces (enough that it is not obvious who 
wrote what). They then open it, and either add a comment, or a question, or edit it 
(depends on what you asked them to do). You can vary the number of passes, 
depending on time; in the end, it has to come back to the person who wrote it. 
You can then either move on, or ask people to say what they got out of the edits. 
It has a nice component of quiet writing and reflection, but is also very active, and 
can link to small group or whole class discussions. One example of this, in a 
session for university teachers, was to ask participants to note down one 
challenge they have with their teaching (that they were willing to share). They then 
folded the sheet in half and passed it 2 or 3 passes in the same direction. Now, 
open the sheet you have and, if you can, write down a possible solution. Fold 
again and pass 2-3 more times. Repeat. We then returned the sheets in the 
opposite direction until each person received their own sheet back, now with two 
possible suggestions to their challenge. I then asked volunteers to say what their 
challenge or success was. Challenge example: Getting students to answer the 
question I pose (in a large class). Proposed solution: Split class into sections, 
and give a prize to the group that has the largest number of contributions, or put 
them into small groups and ask someone from each group to answer for the 
group. 

32. Keep in touch. Before, and after classes, contact your students by email or a web-
based tool. You can create emails in a program called Constant Contact® and 
paste your favourite survey tool into it too. Other programs to try include Moodle® 
or Sharepoint®, that allows you to import Excel® spreadsheets. You can find more 
about any of these through web searches. 

 
IV. Assessing student learning 
 



Ask my permission!  Please do not share this document electronically with others. Everyone is welcome 
to contact me about using it:  alicecas@telus.net 
 

©  Alice Cassidy, In View Education and Professional Development, alicecas@telus.net;  
Permission required to share this document, or excerpts, in any way. 
 

15 

33. Divide big assignments worth many marks into smaller chunks worth fewer marks 
each. I have done this for many years in a group project in ecology. Some of the 
chunks include things like a proposal, update, research paper and brochure. The 
percentage of marks has ranged as low as 3% and as high as 35% for each 
chunk. What I like, and I think my students do too, is that they cannot 'blow it' on 
one big overall project assignment and they receive feedback all the way through, 
which encourages them to do better and to learn throughout the course. 

34. Offer some flexible assignments where students choose from a variety. This is 
something I offered to my students for several years and they really liked it. I am 
happy to email you more details and samples if you request it. Example 3 of Point 
14, on reflective writing, is also an example of flexible assignments. 

35. Think about group vs. individual marks - can you let them choose, even if the work 
done in a group? Maybe give them a range and let them choose the specifics; 
they will appreciate it. Example 1: In my ecology course taught in 2008, originally 
the final group research paper was to be done as a group with the same mark for 
each student (the way I had done it for 13 years before!) Half-way through term, I 
conducted formative feedback on all aspects of the course. One comment was 
about having to do the group paper in a group. They asked, "Can't we submit it 
individually instead?" In responding to their feedback, I said, "Sure, but the whole 
group has to agree, and you have to tell me by email a week before it is due." 
What happened in the end? Each group did it the original way - as a group, but I 
think they felt better knowing they could have done it individually (and if they did, 
that would have been okay too - more marking, but okay!). Example 2: I have 
assigned a group project for many years of my teaching. Some of the chunks 
include things like a proposal, update, research paper and brochure. The 
percentage of marks has ranged as low as 3% and as high as 35% for each 
chunk. What I like, and I think my students do too, is that they cannot 'blow it' on 
one big overall project assignment and they receive feedback all the way through, 
which encourages them to do better and to learn throughout the course. 

36. Join a team:  Team-Based Learning (TBL), that is. I have seen this specific 
approach used in disciplines as diverse as poetry and engineering. You may also 
want to investigate iPeer®, used by Jim Sibley in the Faculty of Applied Sciences 
at the University of British Columbia. Here is the place to start:  
http://www.elearning.ubc.ca/toolkit/ipeer/ 

37. Invite students to provide some test questions. You can give them a small mark 
for this, or not. You will want to use, or adapt some of them, but can augment with 
your own to round out the test to do all that you need it to do. I did this in 2012 
and ended up using all of the students’ questions, though I had to adjust some to 
be a bit easier! 

38. Consider use of a Learning Portfolio. The students' version of a teaching portfolio, 
it can be an excellent way to invite students to show how they met the course 
objectives, to tie it all together, and to do so in a creative way. I am happy to email 
you a learning portfolio assignment (as it appeared in the course syllabus) that I 
gave students as a final assignment, or other material I presented as a pre-
conference workshop at the 2009 conference of the Society for Teaching and 
Learning in Higher Education at the University of New Brunswick (Essay #11) 
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http://apps.medialab.uwindsor.ca/ctl/CELT/celtvol3.html. Also check out: 
http://faculty.washington.edu/krumme/students/portfolio.html 

39. Show connections using concept maps. You can use these visual tools to teach, 
or ask your students to show their learning; they can be assessed. Example 1: 
My colleagues and I have led seminars on this subject and wrote an article, which 
has references at the end related to assessing concept maps: Email me for a pdf 
of this, and/or, some examples from my course and how I have invited my 
students to do this, such as is described in Point 38 above. Example 2: Alison 
Mostrom, Associate Professor, Biological Sciences, University of the Sciences in 
Philadelphia has done a lot of work with concept maps. See examples in her 
publications list 
http://www.usp.edu/academics/collegesDepts/biologicalsciences/faculty/mostrom.
aspx . Example 3: Gregory Fleet, Associate Professor, Faculty of Business, 
University of New Brunswick, uses mind-mapping in courses he teaches, and 
involves his students in studies and conference presentations about it, for 
example at the 2009 conference of the Society for Teaching and Learning in 
Higher Education. Among the many references Greg has compiled on mind 
mapping, you may want to check out this one to get started:  Hyerle, D. (2008). 
Thinking Maps®: A Visual Language for Learning. Knowledge Cartography, 73 
(also see http://books.kmi.open.ac.uk/knowledge-cartography/chapters/chapter-
04/) 

40. Give credit for helping others. Is there one or more ways in your course where you 
can give students a few marks for contributing to another student's assignment? It 
is a great way to encourage reciprocal support and show how it can be valued 
and valuable. Or, as Ed Nuhfer, Faculty Developer and Professor, California State 
University Channel Islands, has done in a limnology course, organize a team 
project where each student in the course has individual responsibilities and works 
collaboratively. In this example, they used a nearby reservoir as a study area and 
took samples of bottom sediments, which the class then analyzed. Each student 
had a responsibility to thoroughly research the role of one of the chemical 
elements they were analyzing, and distribute the necessary lab work. The class 
then combined their data and accumulated expertise and did a very nice 
interpretation of the recent history of the reservoir together. A few students gave 
presentations that year at the state academy of arts, sciences, and letters. As Ed 
says, “so long as we have a practical project in mind and a well-organized 
distribution of responsibilities, this can work quite well. This was also a divergent 
thinking problem.” 

41. Ask students their opinions. Just ask, at any point in your lesson:  "What is a 
related thought, idea, caveat, suggestion or question?" It is a great way to change 
the pace and turn things back to the students (and to see how they are doing with 
the lesson so far.) For example, in a session on Active Learning, here are some 
responses:  "My only caveat is that if you don't have tenure, many times students 
will give you poorer evaluations if you use a lot of active teaching techniques even 
though they might learn “better or more”, so warn your head/dean." "Active 
learning does not always follow the text book."  
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42. Try other assessment-related ideas. Example 1: Teaching in a professional office 
where there is often a healthy dose of 'competition' hence, for quizzes they take in 
training courses, I sometimes post the names of the 'top and bottom 5' on a leader 
board in the office. (I suspect you want to know the culture of your office in order 
to decide how effective this might be.) Example 2:  See how the use of self-
assessment or peer assessment can help your learners to see more examples, 
take responsibility and directly see the links between the criteria for assignments 
and their progress on them. If you email me, I am happy to send you some 
examples of peer- and self-assessment forms that you can use or adapt. 

 
V. Ongoing professional development and scholarship 

43. Share your successes and challenges with colleagues, kind of like we are doing in 
this very document. Thanks again to all the contributors! 

44. Talk with your colleagues about teaching and learning. This is becoming more 
common, and can be very helpful to glean helpful tips, to know you are not alone, 
to receive input on how you are thinking of responding to a particular situation. 
You could do this by walking down the hall to chat to someone who teaches in 
your program, or taking part in a listserv or blog discussion. 

45. Attend a teaching and learning seminar. There is always something new to learn, 
or to explore more. 

46. Read and apply Seven Principles for Good Practice in Undergraduate Education, 
by Chickering and Gamson (1987). See Point 23 for a related idea and the web 
link. 

47. Use Google Scholar® or databases to find published literature related to your 
teaching techniques you use now or wish to find out more about for the future. A 
great place to start your reading list is with the Green Guide Series 
http://www.stlhe.ca/resources/green-guides/ , published by the Society for 
Teaching and Learning in Higher Education (STLHE). These compact booklets, 
written by colleagues from across Canada, introduce topics such as Teaching 
Large Classes, Active Learning, Cultural Diversity (and other topics), in practical 
terms that can be applied immediately, or used as starting points for further 
explorations into the published literature. 

48. Ask a question about student learning and conduct research on it - the 
scholarship of teaching and learning is gaining momentum and is an excellent 
way to connect teaching, learning and research. Check out the pre-eminent 
society related to ‘SoTL’, as it is called, The International Society for the 
Scholarship of Teaching and Learning (ISSoTL), which has many resources and 
an annual conference that is well worth attending:  http://www.issotl.org/ 

49. Inquire! Model this approach with your students. For example, I might show them 
some data, or other findings from a study then ask them to pose "a question I 
have asked or could ask?" that relates. This is a great way to combine aspects of 
research, teaching and learning, and encourage your students to 'think in the 
discipline.' 

50. Write an article. There is a growing number of hard-copy and electronic peer-
reviewed journals that focus on teaching and learning and that invite articles in a 
variety of forms. For example, Transformative Dialogues 
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http://www.kwantlen.ca/TD.html from Kwantlen Polytechic University includes 
reflections, articles and essays written by people from around the world. 

51. Join a service that send out free regular e-mailings of ideas and examples. A few 
examples: WorksheetLibrary.com Weekly Printable Worksheets®:  
http://www.worksheetlibrary.com/ and Training-Games.com® by Gary Trotta:  
http://www.training-games.com/ 

52. Joint a listserv related to teaching and learning. Some examples: The Teaching 
Professor http://www.teachingprofessor.com/; Society for Teaching and Learning 
in Higher Education (STLHE): http://www.stlhe.ca/; Educational Developers 
Caucus (EDC): http://www.stlhe.ca/en/stlhe/constituencies/edc/index.phpm , 
which now has a LinkedIn® group too, and Professional and Organizational 
Development Network (POD):  http://www.podnetwork.org/ 

53. Use another form of technology such as following colleagues and contributing 
yourself via Twitter® or visiting or subscribing to a blog. For the latter, I highly 
recommend “Linking to Learn” Daily, published by Valerie Lopes, Seneca College 
in Toronto, Ontario http://paper.li/valerielopes/1327259265 , with articles, videos, 
blog posts related to digital learning, teaching with internet based technology tools 
and using social media in the classroom. 

54. Practise action-oriented note-taking. When at a conference, make notes that you 
can use to enhance your practice when you return home, in fact, why not organize 
all your notes this way? 

55. "Think of a time" when your students were learning optimally; how did you help 
them? How can you have this take place more often? I hope that 1, 5 or all 55 
(and counting…!) of the ideas in the list will inspire and help you. 

 
Concluding Note and Requests of You: 
 
More contributions are welcomed; email <alicecas@telus.net>. I will add as many as 
you send. Tell me if you are okay with your full name, position and institution or 
organization being included, just your first name, or just the example.  
 
Please and thank you:  ask my permission to use this document in full or in part in 
professional development sessions you lead, and I also ask that you do not share it with 
others electronically; I am keen to track all the ways it is being used (the list is growing, 
as are the examples!) I will send it to anyone who contacts me.  
 
But wait, there’s more:   
 
I also encourage you to check out my website, In View Education and Professional 
Development, http://cassidyinview.wordpress.com/ where I list resources, references 
and publications on a variety of teaching and learning topics. Another link takes you to 
“in-class activities” to show step-by-step examples of active engagement. You can also 
sign up to that website to receive an email any time new material is added, and/or take 
a look at the kinds of customized workshops, and other forms of educational and 
professional development that I do. Thanks. 


