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1

INTRODUCTION

T his could be great, or this could be a real disaster. That’s an opinion we’ve 
heard in one form or another from many students and instructors 
when they encounter an Active Learning Classroom (ALC) for the 

fi rst time. At the very least, they’re pretty certain that what’s going to happen 
in the classroom is not business as usual, and that sense in itself can be discon-
certing or exciting.  Briefl y, ALCs are classrooms that arrange students around 
tables, each table with a whiteboard mounted on the wall and often with the 
capacity to project the screen of a student’s laptop to the rest of the class. One 
of our motivations for writing this book is to ease this transition into ALCs 
and help instructors and students fi nd their place in them more quickly and 
learn how to use them to their best advantage. As we start to explore these 
rooms, though, let’s take a moment to recognize how  disorienting they can 
be, and try to see them from the newcomer’s point of view.

Imagine the student. What’s going through his mind when he walks 
into his fi rst ALC? He’s probably a little lost, trying to fi nd his bearings by 
locating the front and the back of the room. Where is he supposed to look? 
Maybe he’s wondering what’s going on with all of those fl at-screen TVs. Is 
he going to have to learn some new technology on top of everything else in 
this course? If not immediately upon seeing the round tables, then by the 
time he sits down, he knows he’s going to be facing other students. People 
are going to be looking at him and talking to him, and that probably means 
group work, which, he knows from past courses, can go a lot of different 
ways.  Maybe he has had an experience similar to that of a recent student who 
voiced his trepidation about working collaboratively in an ALC: “Listen, I 
get we are all supposed to help each other, but the world doesn’t always work 
that way. People can be assholes.” 

Notwithstanding that particular student’s warning, in general we know 
that students value ALCs and feel more engaged in classes held in them. In 
their survey comments, students have suggested they frequently value inter-
actions with their peers. One student wrote, “My group members are great; 
they work hard on the projects.” But despite her appreciation of her class-
mates, the same student was also critical of the way the instructor structured 
the work and selected the topics. The student wrote, 
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2  A GUIDE TO TEACHING IN THE ACTIVE LEARNING CLASSROOM

The projects are in depth; however, they do not measure disciplinary 
knowledge. This class is based on group work, and the group work simply 
tests group work skills; people do not learn basic disciplinary knowledge in 
this class, just a few oddly specifi c topics. 

Another student in a different course commented, “The professors get so 
wrapped up in their classroom activities they fail to actually explain the con-
cepts in a way that helps me learn the material.” So the students’ experience 
is mixed, and their potential for frustration is real.

Now, imagine the instructor’s initial reactions to teaching in an ALC. 
Here is how one recalled her fi rst moments in the room: 

I walked in the fi rst day. . . . It was not baffl ing to me, but it was quite a 
shock to come in and see the setup. . . . It was a psychological adjustment 
the fi rst time because I walked in expecting a new classroom but not this 
setup where I’m not in the center of the class. I expected to be kind of in 
the front of the class and have blackboards and things like that. So I have 
now come to really like it but the fi rst day was not just a surprise, it was 
not even in my conception because I had never seen anything like it before.

To this instructor, the room itself was “not baffl ing”—after all, it’s still a 
university classroom. Its arrangement was out of the ordinary, though, and 
took “a psychological adjustment.” The ALC is a highly designed space that 
raises many unanswered questions for the instructor: Where is the actual 
front of the room? Where is the whiteboard? I see whiteboards for all the stu-
dent tables, but where am I going to write my stuff so everyone can see it? If 
everyone or even every third person has a laptop, how am I ever going to get 
students to stop surfi ng the web and pay attention to what they’re supposed 
to be doing?  And what, quite frankly, are students supposed to be doing in 
here if I’m not lecturing? They say these spaces work, but I’m not sure it’s 
going to work for me (see Image I.1).

These kinds of questions often greet the arrival of ALCs on campus. After 
spending some time teaching in the classrooms, though, and after plenty of 
trial and error, instructors have reported a more nuanced picture begins to 
come into focus. One cautiously optimistic instructor found it diffi cult to 
locate the sweet spot between lecture and active learning in his graduate-
level, math-based course. He pruned lecture at the start of the course but 
found he had gone too far and needed to reincorporate some didactic mate-
rial. With an advanced science course, he contends, students largely have 
no experience in the topic: “It doesn’t do me any good to ask you to use 
your past background to discuss amongst yourselves the quantum mechani-
cal harmonic oscillator when you’ve never heard of a quantum mechanical 
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INTRODUCTION  3

oscillator. That’s why I’ve struggled a little bit.” But this same instructor tried 
a few new activities. For instance, one day a week, he had students analyze 
journal articles in teams, each team member taking on a specifi c role, and 
each team randomly chosen to report its fi ndings. The students became so 
accustomed to working together that one day when he arrived late to class, 
they were already working on their articles. He said he never experienced a 
sudden epiphany about the rooms, but he acknowledged “a slow growth in 
my appreciation of just how amazing the effects of a round table can be.”

Another instructor had a long history of incorporating active learning 
into her microbiology courses. For her initial virology class in the ALC, she 
didn’t make many adjustments: “Just seeing what it was like to have students 
not lined up like prisoners [in auditorium rows] was enough of an experi-
ment the fi rst semester.” This instructor had frequently incorporated active 
learning activities into her courses in traditional classrooms, but she found 
many of the students were reluctant and even a bit surly. The most  resistant 
students would sit in the back of the class, and the more engaged people 
would sit toward the front, with students of various dispositions positioned 
in between. She called this self-selected pattern the “passive-aggressive gra-
dient” that traditional rooms inspire by their stock seating arrangements. 
She expressed what many instructors have said, that the ALCs feel friendlier, 
even if the student population hasn’t changed. It’s a felt experience: “I’m not 

Image I.1. ALC at the University of Minnesota.
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4  A GUIDE TO TEACHING IN THE ACTIVE LEARNING CLASSROOM

thinking that the nerds are in the front and the people in the back don’t care. 
There are people who don’t care, but they’re sprinkled in with other people, 
and they’re everywhere. They’re all everywhere.” 

Thwarting the passive-aggressive gradient signifi cantly alters the way 
instructors teach and students learn. Let’s return to the fi rst instructor in this 
introduction, the one who didn’t have even a conception of what the room 
was about when she fi rst entered it. After the semester was over, she remarked 
that she was pleasantly surprised by the space because students remained 
alert and never fell asleep. She noted that because of how they were seated, 
everyone was watching each other. “The surveillance level in the active learn-
ing classroom,” she said, “is different than in a lecture hall where there is a 
more passive role that they assume that they’re going to take, and so previ-
ously they haven’t imagined themselves as actually being engaged.” In the 
ALCs, the design of the space presents a set of conditions that assumes active 
engagement. For one thing, instructors can move closer to students as they 
walk through the room and speak with them face-to-face. This instructor 
describes the shift she notices as a subtle one: “There’s still a power structure, 
there’s still a hierarchy, there’s still a the instructor is more performative than the 
student feel, but the students are part of an engaged audience. . . . They feel 
closer to me, and I feel less unavailable to them.” 

With each of these stories, derived from interviews and surveys we 
conducted from 2008 to 2015, we begin to see a more complete picture of 
teaching in the ALCs. What’s more, we begin to observe that with this new 
potential there comes a slew of new challenges. For instance, some instructors 
have noted a sense of loss when they reduce the amount of time they lecture. 
A biology instructor rather ruefully admitted, “The big deal is the humbling 
deal.” She was no longer the “rock star” at the podium; in fact, she had to 
struggle to feel relevant: “I almost have to be speaking in iambic pentameter 
or setting my hair on fi re or something so that they will actually be listening.” 
She came to realize that it really wasn’t fair of her to fi rst goad her students to 
engage in an activity at their table and then expect them to suddenly stop eve-
rything to listen to her, whipsawing between lecture and activities. The teach-
ing role can also feel diminished to some because so much of an instructor’s 
effort is put into designing learning activities rather than presenting material, 
and students don’t necessarily recognize this work as formal teaching. Indeed, 
they may overlook the effort it takes to design a good course and instead 
feel part of an “educational experiment” and think that they are somehow 
cheated because they are teaching themselves. One student rather archly put 
it, “I’m not putting myself into massive debt to come here and learn from/
teach my fellow students. I’m paying thousands of dollars a year to learn 
from and be taught by an expert in the fi eld.” Thus, with more experience in 
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INTRODUCTION  5

these rooms, instructors have come to realize that part of effective teaching 
in the ALCs involves explaining the value and rationale of the instructional 
method, something that was often taken for granted in the lecture hall. 

That we have to “teach the room” as well as the topic is just one of the 
lessons we’ve learned over the years through observing classes, interviewing 
faculty, listening to student focus groups, surveying students directly, and ana-
lyzing learning outcomes. As its title suggests, this book takes an  historical, 
empirical, and practical look at the ALCs to give instructors informed 
 guidance on how to gain the greatest educational advantage for their students. 
We began conducting the research that is presented in this volume in 2007 at 
the University of Minnesota, but the idea for the ALCs didn’t start with us: 
The methods that work in these rooms have been tried and tested at many 
institutions. This book seeks to draw together advantageous teaching prac-
tices, some unique to the ALCs and others that make sense based on the type 
of instruction that the rooms’ design suggests. Much of our advice in this book 
is based on a strong body of research; in other cases, we have relied on the sug-
gestions of experienced instructors who have tried these techniques in a variety 
of classrooms. It’s this combination of research and hands-on experience that 
we believe makes a compelling case for instructors to consider, particularly 
when faced with teaching in such an unfamiliar learning environment. 

**
At this point, we may want to remind ourselves of the larger reason why instruc-
tors choose to teach in the room. It’s not simply because the rooms are novel 
or that they create a sense of intimacy between the instructor and student. It’s 
that the design of the space in which one teaches matters to learning. Over the 
course of nearly two decades, foundational research from North Carolina State 
University and the Massachusetts Institute of Technology produced strong 
indications that ALCs lead to positive student outcomes. Beginning around 
1995, Professor Robert Beichner began to collect and analyze data from North 
Carolina State’s ALCs—what they called their Student-Centered Active Learn-
ing Environment with Upside-down Pedagogies (SCALE-UP)  initiative—using 
grades to measure student performance (Beichner et al., 1999). Comparing 
students taught in ALCs to those taught in traditional rooms, they concluded 
that students in ALCs performed better. Follow-up studies at many other insti-
tutions among thousands of students found similar results. The experiments, 
however, often compared simultaneous changes in the room and in the course 
design, so although the fi ndings are suggestive that the ALCs had an impact, 
they were not conclusive. At this point in the research narrative, we could 
not be absolutely certain that the move to teaching in ALCs resulted in better 
learning results. Chapter 1 explores the early history  of ALCs.
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6  A GUIDE TO TEACHING IN THE ACTIVE LEARNING CLASSROOM

Starting in the fall of 2008, we began to conduct a series of quasi- 
experimental research studies at the University of Minnesota to isolate the 
effects of the space on student learning. In our comparisons between courses 
taught in ALCs and those taught in traditional rooms, we held as much 
constant as we possibly could, including instructor, time of day, syllabus, 
textbook and lab materials, in-class activities, assignments, assessments, and 
exams. We were unable to randomly assign students to each section, but 
in every other meaningful way we held the learning conditions constant. 
Our analysis of this study and its replication indicated that ALCs have an 
independent and statistically signifi cant positive impact on student learning 
as measured by grades. We could confi dently conclude that space indeed 
matters to learning. In subsequent experiments, we also found that how one 
teaches in the space also matters, and that a class can be fl ipped and blended 
using an ALC in a manner that reduces the total time a student spends in the 
ALC classroom and still produces superior outcomes. Chapter 2 outlines the 
parameters of these experiments in greater detail.

More recently, we began to investigate possible mechanisms and moder-
ators that might explain how the ALCs make possible these benefi cial results. 
As we have seen, instructors have noted a change in their relationships with 
students, describing them as more intimate and close. Students, too, have 
repeatedly noted the tighter connections they feel with other students. We 
call this classroom ethos the “social context” of the space, the network of for-
mal and informal connections between the instructor and students as well as 
among the students. Drawing on student surveys, student focus groups, and 
long-form interviews with instructors, we developed and validated a reliable 
measure of social context, the SCALE (Social Context and Active Learning) 
survey. Our analysis shows social context expressed in four factors or dimen-
sions and details the positive and negative implications of what students 
are experiencing in the ALCs as well as the contribution different elements 
of social context make to student learning outcomes. These fi ndings and a 
fuller explanation of the four dimensions of social context are discussed in 
Chapter 3. 

With a deeper understanding of the legacy and effi cacy of ALCs, as well 
as of how the rooms condition learning experiences, we turn in Chapter 4 
to the immediate questions of those who face teaching in these rooms for 
the fi rst time. This chapter attends to key questions that instructors who are 
contemplating a shift into teaching in these rooms ask. We cover basic issues 
such as, “Where should I position myself in the room” and “How do I discuss 
the benefi ts of the room with reluctant students?” 

Some challenges are simply too complex to discuss meaningfully in 
brief, so we devote entire chapters to these issues. For instance, instructors 
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INTRODUCTION  7

frequently seek ideas about what to do if not lecture in these rooms. 
Chapter 5 presents a range of activities and assignments that have been 
adopted successfully in the ALCs. We look at semester-long assignments 
and shorter activities, many of which call for group work or more formal 
team approaches. We devote Chapter 6 to a discussion of how to man-
age student groups effectively. Among other topics, we look at how to 
assemble groups, hold them accountable, and help student groups succeed 
outside of class. 

Chapter 7 takes up the topic of conducting student assessment in the 
ALCs. Some students and instructors have found that conducting traditional 
testing in the rooms is diffi cult simply because, seated at round tables, stu-
dents are able to look at each other and have been conditioned to work with 
each other but have not been allowed to take exams together. We look at 
how instructors can continue to conduct traditional exams in the ALCs and 
also how they might consider alternative assessments, such as collaborative 
quizzing and projects that call upon the affordances of the room, such as the 
projection screens or the fact that students can be assigned to tables, groups, 
and seats.

To this point, much of this book speaks to the relative advantage of the 
ALCs and how to manage the shift to them. Some students, however, may 
struggle in these rooms. For instance, some international students might not 
have experienced any form of active learning in their secondary education 
and fi nd the social interaction diffi cult to fathom. Students with visual, audi-
tory, and mobile disabilities may fi nd various aspects of the classroom chal-
lenging to navigate. Chapter 8 presents strategies for supporting all students 
in the ALCs. 

One of the principles animating this book is that instructors need 
some practical guidance and support to use the ALCs well. In Chapter 9, 
we  suggest several approaches to working with instructors, including low-
stakes interventions such as brown-bag series, technical trainings, and 
workshops, as well as more intensive efforts like faculty learning communi-
ties. We even include a catalog of stand-alone workshop topics and ques-
tions (see Appendix 9.1) and a full agenda for a comprehensive summer 
institute for schools that want to provide an in-depth, immersive, 3-day 
event (see Appendix 9.2).

Many instructors who invest energy into redesigning their courses want 
to know at the end of the term whether the effort was worth it. They want to 
know whether their own students benefi t from the experience, a new activity 
is working, or students are generally satisfi ed with their time in the ALCs. 
Investigating these questions and the many others that ALCs pose requires a 
systematic approach to research and considerable planning. We provide some 
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8  A GUIDE TO TEACHING IN THE ACTIVE LEARNING CLASSROOM

guidance on how to begin to think about conducting learning spaces research 
in Chapter 10.

**
The road to the ALCs is paved with Jeremiads decrying the state of traditional 
educational methods, from Dewey (1916) to Obama’s President’s Council of 
Advisors on Science and Technology (2012) Engage to Excel report. In 2006, 
Merrow put forward one of the most memorable descriptions of the state of 
American education by framing the situation this way: 

Many instructors and students have arrived at the equivalent of a non-
aggression pact—“Don’t expect too much of my time because I have 
research to do, and I won’t ask much of you but will see that you get a 
decent grade.” (p. 10) 

His is a powerful indictment, and we do not disagree; but, as always, there 
is a countervailing story. Many faculty have been arguing forcefully for a 
changed way of teaching, swimming against the tide for decades. They have 
seen active learning succeed in their traditional classrooms, despite its awk-
ward fi t. They have made do, and they have made active learning work. 

This book tries not to be one more polemic. Although we lay out the 
empirical case for ALCs, we understand that instructors will gravitate toward 
them or not as occasions arise and on their own terms. Beyond stating the 
case for ALCs, we hope to provide some guidance and inspiration for those 
who fi nd themselves teaching in one. As we mention early on, it’s natural 
to be wary of teaching in a new environment. In this case, however, a little 
experience, vicarious or actual, goes a long way to quelling that uncertainty. 
We hope this book opens up this world to you.
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