
Students’ responses to questions or activities
provide immediate feedback regarding the
effectiveness of your lecture. Additionally, by
mixing up your approach to teaching, you’re
more likely to reach a broader range of learning
styles within your classroom. Activities also
make your lecture less formal and allow students
to get to know one another. Similarly, instructors
who use these techniques often report a higher
level of attendance. Most importantly, because
students are actively involved, they will better
understand and learn material presented.

So when you’re ready to make the transition
to active learning, remember:

• Combine lecture segments with short activities.

• Be prepared—active learning takes planning. Activities

should be thought out and designed to meet class 

objectives.

• Keep group work short and simple—limit the task and

time (2-10 minutes).

• Be patient—allow students time to adjust to the process.

Don’t give up, it works!

Later articles in this series will highlight more
involved types of active learning, such as using
groups and problem-based learning.
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We began our discussion last time with an
introduction to active learning. Specifically,
active learning requires students to engage in
class material (rather than passively listening
to a lecture). Implementing this method of
teaching can sometimes seem difficult and
overwhelming. For that reason, many instruc-
tors often choose to start small, using a modified
lecture approach.

While the lecture format is still very popular
with professors, student attention tends to
wane after about 20 minutes. Often we may
be imparting information to students without
them actually learning. For that reason, you
might want to consider inserting short activities
throughout your lecture to keep focus and
interest. These can be as simple as having
students work with a neighbor for a few
minutes. Some popular approaches include:

• Think-Pair-Share—pose a question and give students

1-2 minutes to think alone. Then pair students with

their neighbors to discuss answers. After a couple of 

minutes, call on groups to share responses.

• “Quick Thinks”—develop  a number of brief exercises

termed Quick Thinks. They include: select the best 

response, correct the error, complete a sentence starter,

compare or contrast, support a statement, reorder the

steps, reach a conclusion, and paraphrase the idea. 

Most instructors are able to find at least one type that

works with their lecture content. These Quick Thinks

may even be used in conjunction with the Think-Pair-

Share method (Johnston and Cooper, 1997).

• Note comparison/sharing—Pair students after a 20-

minute lecture segment and give them a task to 

complete with their notes. For example, solving a 

problem or summarizing key points.

While it does take a bit more thought, there
are several advantages to this approach.

Making Lectures More Active
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Fall has arrived. The leaves 
are changing. As I watch 
nature and the rhythm of 
growth, rest and maturation
through the seasons I turn 
my reflections to our univer-
sity. In it our students are 
also learning and changing—

both through the courses they take and the
experiences they have while at Wayne State
University. But what about faculty—outside the
research arena. Are we continuing to learn and
evolve in the teaching arena?

During the third weekend in September I was
at the Lilly Conference North with about 200
faculty including almost 20 participants from
Wayne State University. Every person I spoke
with at the conference seemed to be from a
different discipline. To a person everyone told
me about a new idea they’d acquired during
the conference and would take back and use in
their classrooms with their students. Everyone
also seemed to enjoy learning new ways of
teaching. It was fun! Learning can be fun—
for both us and our students.

Not everyone can take the time to become
reinvigorated at a teaching conference. Not

everyone who can is able to do so either. There
were many who wanted to go to Lilly North
but couldn’t because attendance was capped
at 200 participants. Therefore, through our
upcoming newsletter articles and faculty pre-
sentations we plan to share some of the ideas
the WSU presenters provided at the conference.
I also want to share with you a tool which was
used at the conference for each of the sessions
which I think you might find useful as you
reflect on your own teaching—or ask your
students to reflect on it.

After each session at Lilly we filled out session
evaluations. As I filled these out for the sessions
I attended, and then read them for the session
I gave, I wondered what would happen if I gave
these questions to my students at the end of
each week. Could my students say “yes” to
these questions? I thought I’d share these
questions with you—and if you don’t actually
give the questions to your students you still
might want to reflect on what you think their
honest responses would be. The attendees
of each session were asked to rate their experi-
ences, as follows, on a five point scale with
1 = not at all and 5 = very much.
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1. I learned something new
2. I will be able to implement a new idea
3. The delivery method contained active 

learning
4. Session materials (handouts, visuals) were

appropriate
5. Overall, the session was presented well

The final two questions for the session evalua-
tion are the two I typically ask myself after a
class session so I can repeat the good and drop
what doesn’t work the next time I teach the
material:

6. What was best about this session and its 
content?

7. What could be improved/revised?

In our newsletter series this academic year we’re
focusing on active learning for students because
research has demonstrated learning improves
when learners are active. Take the challenge to
actively look at your teaching and how you
learn about teaching to monitor what happens
in the classroom and to make any necessary
modifications or changes. You do it with your
research. Do it for your students. Do it for
yourself. And have fun!

Have you been looking for an innovative way
to grab the attention and increase the learning
of your students? Remembering that today’s 
undergraduates have always had electronic
games in their lives, having grown up on SEGA,
PlayStation, and Nintendo, will help you devise
new approaches to class activities and assess-
ments. Dr. Tim Spannaus, Senior Lecturer in
Instructional Technology and Researcher in the
College of Education’s recently launched Insti-
tute for Learning and Performance Improve-
ment, will speak on Oct. 21 on “Reaching the
Digital Game Generation: Learning Games for
the Electronically Engaged.”

Dr. Spannaus does not believe that today’s high
school graduates have shortened attention
spans—recall that they are able to sit for hours
as they master the skills needed for successful
gaming. Providing interactive and participative
opportunities in class that will employ gaming
interests and non-linear thinking will encourage

2003) support the idea that “[p]eople learn best
when they are in the ‘flow‘—challenged and
thinking but not overwhelmed.” Dr. Spannaus‘
presentation will explore the elements in games
that can help instructors achieve certain out-
comes and create the “flow” that will engage
learners. He will address the characteristics of
the gaming generation and classroom concerns
as well as discuss common game formats. You
will also have an opportunity to modify a game
for your own use.

Join us on Oct. 21 from 2:00 to 4:00 pm in
Room 2305 of the Undergraduate Library, and
be ready to listen, play, and innovate!
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students to look
at material in new
ways. According
to James Gee,
author of What
Video Games Have
to Teach us about
Learning and Liter-
acy, (2003) “people
learn best when
they are entertain-
ed, when they can
use creativity to work toward complex goals,
when lesson plans incorporate both thinking
and emotion, and when the consequences of
actions can be observed” (Gee, 2003).

Dr. Spannaus will discuss how he has adapted
game shells that allow instructors to customize
games for quizzes and activities, which help
to move classes away from memorization or
tell-test environments. Recent theories (Carlson
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groups to perform a database search or World
Wide Web search for information related to
your lecture. The students can then prepare
summaries for presentation or can post sum-
maries in the discussion forum of a Blackboard
course site where groups can discuss their
findings with each other.

Short video clips and graphics can also be easily
digitized and inserted into your PowerPoint.
These can not only serve as examples for stu-
dents but could be jumping off points for dis-
cussion and further learning. Finally, did you
know that you can develop interactive games
within PowerPoint? Using the Action Button
feature, which allows easy linking between
slides within a presentation, games can be
created to “quiz” students on concepts right
within your lecture.

Some faculty find students do better in their
courses if they have access to PowerPoint slides
before lectures. Placing the PowerPoint slides
on Blackboard is an easy way to make this
material available to the students. Other faculty
choose to not provide PowerPoint slides to
their students because they want the students
to be actively engaged in taking notes in the
classroom. Either strategy can allow students
to participate in learning—whether it be listen-
ing (because they have written notes) or writing
(because they don’t have notes). A balance,
providing enough information so that students
can listen and process information, but not
providing so much information that students
feel that they don’t have to pay attention, leads
to better learning.

Exploring ways to combine your lecture mater-
ial with activities in a consistent presentation
format can help students more easily see the
connections between listening and understand-
ing, and students who are actively involved
with course material have a better chance not
only of learning but also of retaining their
learning.

There are many ways to implement active
learning strategies in the classroom through
the use of technology. These activities can
enhance the learning experience by allowing
students to elaborate on, to seek additional
information about, or to clarify difficult ideas
and concepts.

Active learning can easily be supported within
a PowerPoint lecture.  When  using PowerPoint,
consider creating  a title and bullet point slide
template leaving out the specific points and
typing in only the title. Ask the students to
fill in the points based on their reading or exper-
ience with the assigned material. An alternative
would be to form students into small groups to
work together to complete the points. Groups
would share their ideas with the class and a
short discussion can take place before the lecture
material continues, enabling the students an
opportunity to interact with the material.

Another idea is to have students create sections
of a PowerPoint lecture in class. Ask students
to read a passage from the textbook or an article,
or if you are in computer lab, ask students to
locate a Web resource. Once again, forming
students into groups of three or four can increase
learning through active collaboration. Ask
students to summarize the key points and then
select a group leader to type their findings as
bullet points onto PowerPoint slides and present
them to the class. Consider posting these new
slides on your Blackboard site or printing them
so that students can review the new material
before the next class.

These strategies can also be used for brainstorm-
ing related “real world” examples. A benefit to
this type of strategy is the possibility for immedi-
ate feedback. Assumptions and understanding
of material can be discussed during student
presentations, enabling the instructor to quickly
clarify any misconceptions. If you have access
to a computer lab with Internet connections,
think about having students work in small

Interactive PowerPoint:
Using Technology in the Active Classroom

Many users may have upgraded to PowerPoint
XP to create classroom and professional pre-
sentations. As sometimes occurs with new
releases of software, the newest version may
not be fully backward-compatible. Recently
it has come to our attention that faculty who
have created presentations in PowerPoint XP
and have presented using computers loaded
only with PowerPoint 2000 have encountered
difficulties in displaying some new animation
features.

To ensure that your PowerPoint XP presentation
will run as intended in PowerPoint 2000, it is
possible to turn off PowerPoint XP’s non
backward-compatible features.

• Open the Tools menu
• Select Options
• Select Edit
• Under Disable New Features
   check New animation effects

Note also that using the save as PowerPoint
2000 option in PowerPoint XP does not guar-
antee that new features used in PowerPoint XP
will run in PowerPoint 2000.

Resolving
Incompatibilities

Between PowerPoint XP
and PowerPoint 2000

Many PDFs are now being created using Adobe
Acrobat 6.0. For complete compatability,
download the free Adobe Acrobat Reader 6.0
at: http://www.adobe.co.uk/products/
acrobat/readstep2.html

Adobe Acrobat Reader
Update Available!
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OTL offers small group instructional feedback
(SGIF) sessions designed to provide faculty
members with information about their teaching
about midway through the term. This feedback
allows instructors to learn more about how the
students are engaging with the course so modi-
fications or explanations can be provided to
students to enhance the learning experiences
for the rest of the term.

An OTL staff member will confer with you to
review the process and determine any other
concerns that you may wish to explore. The
staff member will then arrange to attend all or
part of one class to observe and then conduct
a 20-30 minute session with your students to
gather feedback from them. Students are asked
to provide feedback on what’s going well in
the course, what’s not, and any suggestions for
improvements. These general questions are

directed at areas a faculty member would like
to have explored. Students are told it is not a
complaint session—it is a session where com-
mon and consensual concerns and accolades
are gathered. Students are told that individual
student comments will not be identified to the
faculty member—only areas of general con-
sensus will be relayed to the faculty member.

After the SGIF is completed, the OTL staff
member will compile the student comments
and meet privately with you to discuss them.
All results are discussed only with the faculty
member concerned and are completely con-
fidential.

If you would like to arrange an SGIF in your
class, or would like more information, contact
OTL Program Coordinator Laurie Evans at 577-
9669 or by e-mail at evans@wayne.edu.

Small Group Instructional Feedback Remember to check

the OTL calendar...

Workshops are offered

throughout October

and November.

Visit our Web site at

http://www.otl.wayne.edu

and check the Fall

offerings. Register by

phone at 577-9669

or online through

Pipeline.


