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[bookmark: _Toc222897429]Welcome to the CTSI Active Learning Design Foundations (ALDF)

[bookmark: _Toc222897430]Hello and Welcome

The CTSI Active Learning Design Foundations (ALDF) is a self-paced, asynchronous program designed to help University of Toronto (U of T) instructors explore, plan, and implement active learning strategies across diverse teaching environments.

This resource will guide you in understanding what active learning is, how to design activities with Universal Design for Learning (UDL) considerations, and how to prepare yourself, your teaching team, and your students for success in physical, digital, and social learning spaces.


[bookmark: _Toc222897431]Enrol in the ALDF Program

ALDF is a public resource available to anyone interested in active learning. U of T instructors may enrol in ALDF to add the program directly to their Quercus dashboard and use built-in accessibility features such as Microsoft Immersive Reader, which allows you to listen to page content, adjust text display (font, spacing, and colour), and personalize your reading experience to suit your preferences.

For technical assistance or accommodation requests related to the ALDF self-paced learning program, please contact q.help@utoronto.ca.

Self-enrol in the ALDF Program


[bookmark: _Toc222897432]About the Active Learning Design Foundations (ALDF)

The ALDF program consists of three modules that together explore the why, what, and how of active learning. Each module takes approximately 60 minutes to complete.

Watch or listen to the two-minute navigation video (opens in a new tab) to learn how to navigate this self-paced program, hosted in Quercus. Use the triangle play icons or module links below to access each module. You can complete the modules sequentially or jump directly to topics of interest. To view a full list of module pages, select the "Modules" link from the Course Navigation Menu on the left.

▶️ Module 1: Understanding Active Learning
Discover what active learning is, why it matters, and what it looks like in practice across disciplines, class sizes, and modalities

▶️ Module 2: Designing for Active Learning: Methods, Materials, and Environments
Explore how to design active learning strategies with UDL considerations, focusing on the physical, digital, and social environments where teaching and learning happen

▶️ Module 3: Preparing to Facilitate Active Learning
Prepare yourself, your teaching team, and your students to facilitate active learning, while anticipating common challenges and evaluating your practice

▶️ Beyond ALDF
Access teaching supports, explore programming opportunities, and share your feedback on the ALDF program

[bookmark: _Toc222897433]⏸️ Pause for Workbook Activities

Throughout the modules, you will be invited to pause for reflections and/or design activities. Download the Active Learning Design Foundations (ALDF) Workbook docx and have the file ready as you progress through the modules.

Prefer an offline version of the program for reflection or future reference? Download the ALDF Content Reader PDF, a consolidated and accessible copy of all module content.


[bookmark: _Toc222897434]1. Understanding Active Learning

[bookmark: _Toc222897435]1.1 Introducing Module 1

[bookmark: _Toc222897436]Welcome

Welcome to Module 1: Understanding Active Learning.

In this module, you will be introduced to the concept of active learning, explore why it matters in higher education, and examine what it looks like in different teaching contexts at U of T. You'll also begin reflecting on your own experiences as a learner and an instructor, setting the stage for designing active learning in your courses.

Learning Outcomes

By the end of this module, you will be able to:

· Define active learning and identify common misconceptions;
· Explain why active learning matters, drawing on research evidence about its benefits for student learning;
· Recognize examples of active learning across disciplines, class sizes, and modalities; and
· Reflect on your own teaching context and experiences as a learner and teacher.


[bookmark: _Toc222897437]Module 1 Pages

This module consists of five pages. Use the "Next" and "Previous" buttons at the bottom of the page to navigate through the content.

· 1.1 Introducing Module 1 (you are here)
· 1.2 What Is Active Learning?
· 1.3 Why Active Learning Matters
· 1.4 What Active Learning Looks Like in Practice
· 1.5 Module 1 References and Resources


[bookmark: _Toc222897438]1.2 What Is Active Learning?

On this page:

· Defining Active Learning
· Myths and Realities
· Pause for Reflection


[bookmark: _Toc222897439]Defining Active Learning

Active learning refers to instructional approaches that engage students in doing, observing, and reflecting—not just receiving information. It positions students as contributors to the learning process rather than passive recipients.

At CTSI, we define active learning as experiences that invite students to:

· Collect and synthesize information, practice critical thinking, and engage in problem-solving activities
· Connect classroom learning to real-world or professional contexts
· Identify, plan, and reflect upon their own learning needs and progress
· Share agency in enhancing learning with peers and instructors

Active learning can include lectures and content delivery, but it complements them with opportunities for participation, practice, and reflection.

This holistic view builds on L. Dee Fink's model of active learning (2003, 2013), which highlights:

· Getting information and ideas (e.g., lectures, readings, videos)
· Experiencing (e.g., labs, simulations, case studies, role-play)
· Reflecting (e.g., journaling, dialogue, self-assessment)


[bookmark: _Toc222897440]Myths and Realities

	Myths
	Realities

	Myth: Active learning means no lectures.
	Reality: Research shows the most effective teaching often combines mini-lectures with active learning strategies (sometimes called "interactive lecturing") (Barkley & Major, 2018; Zakrajsek & Nilson, 2023).

	Myth: Active learning only works in small classes.
	Reality: Active learning is possible in seminars, labs, and lecture halls with over 1,500 students.

	Myth: Active learning requires advanced technology.
	Reality: Many strategies rely only on simple tools (paper, pens, slides, or quick prompts) and do not require specialized technology.




[bookmark: _Toc222897441]⏸️ Pause for Reflection

In your ALDF Workbook docx, take a few minutes to reflect on your own experiences with active learning:

· When you were a student, what is one example of a time you can identify yourself as being actively engaged in learning?
· In your own teaching so far, what activities can count as active learning, even if you didn't label them that way at the time?


[bookmark: _Toc222897442]1.3 Why Active Learning Matters

On this page:

· Evidence for Active Learning
· Engagement: The Double Helix Model
· Myths and Realities
· Pause for Reflection


[bookmark: _Toc222897443]Evidence for Active Learning	

A large body of research demonstrates that active learning improves student achievement across disciplines and class sizes.

Retention and Understanding

Prince's review (2004) across engineering and higher education studies found consistent evidence that active learning enhances conceptual understanding, retention, and student attitudes. Lujan and DiCarlo (2006) likewise showed that students who actively contribute in lectures retain information longer than if they only listen or read.

Motivation and Engagement

Active learning has been linked to higher student motivation and ongoing engagement throughout the learning process. Machemer and Crawford (2007), studying courses across disciplines at a public university, found that students perceived active learning as motivating, though acceptance varied by field. Owens et al. (2017) reported that active learning activities not only improved content mastery but also strengthened students' motivation and interpersonal skills, helping them collaborate more effectively and engage more persistently in their learning. Hodges (2020) similarly describes how active strategies can ignite constructive behaviours and help students gradually develop the habits of expert learners.

Critical Thinking and Deeper Learning

Studies find that active participation in lectures and discussions improves critical thinking skills and student confidence with complex material (Smith et al., 2005; Cherney, 2008; Nelson & Crow, 2014). Justice et al. (2007), examining inquiry‑based learning in the social sciences and humanities, reported that opportunities for critical and reflective thinking helped students become more self‑directed learners who could weigh evidence, synthesize information, and communicate ideas more effectively.

Achievement and Equity

Freeman et al.'s meta‑analysis (2014) of 225 studies in STEM indicated that students in lecture‑only courses were 1.5 times more likely to fail; average exam scores improved by nearly half a letter grade in active classes. Deslauriers et al. (2019) observed that students in active learning classrooms learned more but sometimes felt they learned less, highlighting the need to help students recognize the value of active approaches. Theobald et al. (2020) found that active learning has an equity impact, disproportionately benefiting first‑generation, low‑income, and historically underrepresented students.

Cognitive Mechanisms

Chi and Wylie (2014) introduced the ICAP framework, which explains the cognitive basis of active learning. ICAP describes four modes of engagement and shows that learning is deepest when students engage at the constructive or interactive levels.

· Passive: Listening without interaction
· Active: Simple tasks like copying, highlighting, answering
· Constructive: Generating new ideas, summarizing, explaining
· Interactive: Dialogue, co-constructing understanding

Beyond STEM, traditions of active learning are deeply embedded in other disciplines:

· Humanities and Social Sciences: Research in history and political science also confirms that active learning outperforms traditional lecture‑only approaches (McCarthy & Anderson, 2000). Angelo and Cross's Classroom Assessment Techniques (1988, now in its third edition as Angelo & Zakrajsek, 2024)—such as the Minute Paper and Muddiest Point—were originally developed in history, English, and sociology courses.
· Professional Programs: Many professional fields have long traditions of active learning. Nursing and medicine have relied on problem‑based learning (PBL) to integrate theory with clinical reasoning. Law and business frequently use the case method to develop applied analysis and decision‑making. Other fields also embed active learning in discipline‑specific ways—for example, music uses studio critique and rehearsal‑based feedback, information studies emphasizes collaborative projects and knowledge‑building practices, and education programs employ microteaching and peer feedback to develop teaching skills. These approaches all share a focus on experiential learning, application, and reflection.
· Cross-disciplinary syntheses: Barkley & Major (2018, 2022) emphasize that the "lecture versus active learning" debate is a false dichotomy; lectures can be highly effective when paired with active engagement. Zakrajsek & Nilson (2023) similarly note that short, interactive lectures remain a powerful teaching tool when integrated with active strategies.

Taken together, these findings confirm that active learning is not confined to any single field—it is a research-supported, cross-disciplinary approach that improves achievement, motivation, persistence, and equity in higher education.


[bookmark: _Toc222897444]Engagement: The Double Helix Model

Active learning is central to student engagement. Barkley and Major (2022) describe engagement as a "double helix" made up of:

· Thinking (cognitive engagement): Active learning strategies that require students to process, apply, and evaluate knowledge
· Feeling (emotional engagement): Motivation, interest, and a sense of belonging

When instructors design for both strands, students are more likely to persist through challenges, sustain effort, and achieve deeper learning outcomes.

[image: Double Helix Model of Student Engagement]


[bookmark: _Toc222897445]Myths and Realities

	Myths
	Realities

	Myth: You must abandon lectures to teach actively.
	Reality: Lectures remain effective when designed as shorter, interactive segments. Research supports "interactive lecturing" as a powerful blend of content delivery and engagement (Barkley & Major, 2018; Zakrajsek & Nilson, 2023).

	Myth: Active learning only works in STEM.
	Reality: Active learning strategies are widely used in humanities, social sciences, and professional programs—from Classroom Assessment Techniques (CATs) (Angelo & Zakrajsek, 2024) to Problem-Based Learning (PBL) in health sciences (McMaster University, 2022) and case methods in law and business.

	Myth: Students resist active learning because it is less effective.
	Reality: Students may sometimes feel they learn less in active classrooms, but studies show they actually learn more (Deslauriers et al., 2019).




[bookmark: _Toc222897446]⏸️ Pause for Reflection

In your ALDF Workbook docx, reflect on the following questions:

· Which of the research-based benefits of active learning resonates most strongly with your teaching context?
· Why do you want to incorporate active learning in your teaching?
· What benefits are you hoping your students—or you—will experience?


[bookmark: _Toc222897447]1.4 Active Learning in Practice

On this page:

· Active Learning in Action
· Examples Across Contexts
· Active Learning is Scalable
· Pause for Reflection


[bookmark: _Toc222897448]Active Learning in Action

Active learning can take many forms, depending on the goals, the discipline, the size of the class, and the teaching environment. L. Dee Fink's holistic model (2003, 2013) highlights three main dimensions of how students can actively engage:

· Getting information and ideas: Listening to a short lecture, reading a text, or watching a video, followed by opportunities to process or apply the content
· Experiencing: Working through a case study, conducting a lab, solving a problem, or role-playing a professional scenario
· Reflecting: Writing in a journal, mapping a concept, engaging in dialogue, or reviewing one's own learning strategies

Most active learning experiences combine these dimensions, alternating between moments of information delivery, practice, and reflection.


[bookmark: _Toc222897449]Examples Across Contexts

Each of the following examples reflects the same principle: students are invited to do something with the material rather than only receive it.

	Contexts
	Active Learning in Practice

	Large lecture courses
	A biology instructor pauses a 1,000-student lecture to pose a multiple-choice question through polling. Students first answer individually, then discuss with a neighbour before responding again.

	Small seminars
	A history instructor asks students to compare two primary sources, first writing individually and then discussing in small groups.

	Professional programs
	A nursing course uses problem-based learning (PBL) cases where students work in teams to analyze patient scenarios.

	Online courses
	A political science instructor uses breakout rooms during a synchronous Zoom class for a "think–pair–share," then reconvenes to debrief.

	Labs
	A chemistry instructor integrates peer review of lab reports, where students exchange drafts and provide structured feedback.




[bookmark: _Toc222897450]Active Learning is Scalable

Active learning strategies can be adapted to different teaching contexts:

· In a 15-student seminar, a five-minute dialogue can prompt deep analysis.
· In a 500 or 1,500-student lecture hall, a one-minute paper or a poll can reveal student understanding in real time.
· In a digital space, collaborative documents, discussion boards, or annotation tools can create engagement asynchronously.

Active learning is about intentional design, not class size or technology.


[bookmark: _Toc222897451]⏸️ Pause for Reflection

In your ALDF Workbook docx, consider the following questions:

· What forms can active learning take in the context of your teaching?
· Which of the examples on this page feels most adaptable to your course?

As you reflect, remember that:

· Module 2 will explore how to design active learning strategies through methods, materials, and environments.
· Module 3 will focus on preparing yourself, your teaching team, and your students for implementation.

You don't need to have everything figured out here—this reflection is about starting to imagine possibilities.


[bookmark: _Toc222897452]1.5 Module 1 References and Resources

[bookmark: _Toc222897453]Congratulations!

You've reached the end of Module 1: Understanding Active Learning. In this module, you explored what active learning means, examined why it matters, and engaged with examples across different disciplines and teaching contexts.

By completing this module, you have:

· Defined active learning and identified common misconceptions;
· Explained why active learning matters, drawing on research evidence about its benefits for student learning;
· Recognized examples of active learning across disciplines, class sizes, and modalities; and
· Reflected on your own teaching context and experiences as a learner and teacher.


[bookmark: _Toc222897454]References and Resources

The following list includes references cited in this module as well as optional additional resources for further exploration. Reviewing these resources is not required but may help you deepen your understanding of active learning. You are welcome to explore them at your own pace.

· Angelo, T. A., & Zakrajsek, T.D. (2024). Classroom assessment techniques: Formative feedback tools for college and university teachers (3rd ed.). Jossey-Bass.
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· Chi, M. T. H., & Wylie, R. (2014). The ICAP framework: Linking cognitive engagement to active learning outcomes. Educational Psychologist, 49(4), 219–243.
· Deslauriers, L., McCarty, L. S., Miller, K., Callaghan, K., & Kestin, G. (2019). Measuring actual learning versus feeling of learning in response to being actively engaged in the classroom. Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences, 116(39), 19251–19257.
· Fink, L. D. (2003). Integrated course design. [pdf] (IDEA Paper No. 42).
· Fink, L. D. (2013). Creating significant learning experiences: An integrated approach to designing college courses (Revised and Updated Ed.). Jossey-Bass.
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· Prince, M. (2004). Does active learning work? A review of the research. Journal of Engineering Education, 93(3), 223–231.
· Smith, K. A., Sheppard, S. D., Johnson, D. W., Johnson, R. T. (2005). Pedagogies of engagement: Classroom-based practices. Journal of Engineering Education, 94(1), 87–101.
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· CTSI Active Learning at the University of Toronto
· TATP Active Learning
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[bookmark: _Toc222897457]Welcome

Welcome to Module 2: Designing for Active Learning: Methods, Materials, and Environments.
In this module, you will shift from understanding the concept of active learning to exploring how to design it intentionally across your teaching contexts. We will use three key dimensions of course design—methods, materials, and environments—to organize practical strategies and examples. This framing draws on Universal Design for Learning (UDL) considerations, which help anticipate learner variability and reduce barriers to engagement.

Learning Outcomes

By the end of this module, you will be able to:

· Identify and select teaching methods that promote active learning across class sizes and disciplines;
· Evaluate and adapt materials to support multiple ways of representing and engaging with course content;
· Analyze environments (physical, digital, and social) for their affordances and design choices that support student collaboration and inclusion; and
· Apply UDL considerations across methods, materials, and environments to make your active learning design more accessible and effective.


[bookmark: _Toc222897458]A Note on UDL

At CTSI, we use several complementary approaches to Universal Design for Learning (UDL):

· Framing design through methods, materials, and environments
· Considering learner supports in terms of access, support, and executive function
· Drawing on CAST's principles of engagement, representation, and action & expression

In ALDF, we will focus primarily on methods, materials, and environments, while highlighting how your design choices can scaffold access, support, and executive function for diverse learners.


[bookmark: _Toc222897459]Module 2 Pages

This module consists of seven pages. Use the "Next" and "Previous" buttons at the bottom of the page to navigate through the content.

· 2.1 Introducing Module 2 (you are here)
· 2.2 Methods: How Learning Happens
· 2.3 Materials: What Students Interact With
· 2.4 Environments: Where and When Learning Happens
· 2.5 Physical Environments: Classroom Affordances
· 2.6 Digital and Social Environments
· 2.7 Module 2 References and Resources


[bookmark: _Toc222897460]2.2 Methods: How Learning Happens

On this page:

· Designing Active Learning Methods
· Why Situational Factors Matter
· Pause for Workbook Activity: Situational Factors for Methods
· Examples of Active Learning Methods
· Explore More Active Learning Methods
· Pause for Workbook Activity: Design Choices for Methods


[bookmark: _Toc222897461]Designing Active Learning Methods

Methods are the instructional strategies you use to structure how learning happens in your course. Active learning methods invite students to do more than listen—they prompt learners to process, apply, and reflect on knowledge.

Research consistently shows that methods matter: student-centred strategies outperform lecture-only instruction across disciplines (Freeman et al., 2014; Prince, 2004). Importantly, lectures themselves can be powerful when combined with active elements such as questions, pauses, or short activities (Barkley & Major, 2018; Zakrajsek & Nilson, 2023).

As mentioned in Module 1, the ICAP framework (Chi & Wylie, 2014) helps explain why learning is deepest when students move beyond passive listening to constructive and interactive activities.


[bookmark: _Toc222897462]Why Situational Factors Matter

Choosing a method is never one size fits all. A Think-Pair-Share in a 20-student seminar looks very different from one in a 500-seat lecture hall. A Quick Write works differently in a synchronous online class compared to a lab.

When selecting methods, consider factors such as:

· Class size and teaching modality
· Time available during class
· Student preparation and prior knowledge
· Learning goals for the activity
· Access and inclusion considerations

Being explicit about your situational factors helps you adapt strategies to your own context and avoid frustration if a method doesn't "translate" directly.


[bookmark: _Toc222897463]⏸️ Pause for Workbook Activity: Situational Factors for Methods

In your ALDF Workbook docx, record the situational factors that shape how you design activities in your course. Use the table provided to note your context for each factor.

	Situational Factors
	My Context

	Class size
	[My notes]

	Teaching modality (in-person, online, hybrid)
	[My notes]

	Time available in class
	[My notes]

	Student preparation and prior knowledge
	[My notes]

	Learning goals
	[My notes]

	Access and inclusion considerations
	[My notes]



As you progress through this module, you will identify additional situational factors that will shape your design.


[bookmark: _Toc222897464]Examples of Active Learning Methods

Active learning methods can be simple, quick, and low-stakes, or more complex and collaborative. The best choice depends on your situational factors. For example, a Quick Write might be collected on index cards in a seminar, while in a large lecture it could be gathered through an online poll. Below are some sample methods, adapted from Angelo & Zakrajsek (2024) and the Patricia K. Cross Academy:

Quick Write

· Seminar (20 students): Written on index cards, shared in discussion.
· Large lecture (600+): Collected via polling or LMS survey for instructor synthesis.
· Online: Submitted in chat or discussion board.
· Design consideration: Works best when prompts are focused (e.g., "What is the most important concept you learned today?"). Providing a brief debrief or sample responses closes the feedback loop so students understand the value of the activity.

Think-Pair-Share

· Seminar: Short paired discussion, then whole class debrief.
· Large lecture: Students discuss with neighbours, then submit responses via polling.
· Online synchronous: Pairs in breakout rooms; share highlights in chat.
· Design consideration: Prompts should be clear and appropriately complex. Providing the option to write before speaking supports students who need additional processing time, including many neurodivergent learners. Leaving time for whole-class synthesis helps ensure key ideas are captured.

Jigsaw

· Seminar or tutorial: Students each learn part of a concept, then discuss with peers.
· Large lecture: Works in smaller breakout groups within tutorials.
· Professional programs: Adapted as case‑based team analysis.
· Design consideration: Requires clear instructions and strong facilitation. Offering flexible roles (e.g., note‑taker, summarizer, presenter) welcomes different communication and participation styles. Providing a shared record (e.g., group notes, posted slides) ensures that all students benefit from each group's work.

Polling with Peer Discussion

· Large lecture: Pose a question, students respond individually, then discuss with a neighbour before answering again.
· Small class: Poll results guide targeted follow-up discussion.
· Design consideration: Poll questions should focus on application or reasoning, not just recall. Allow time for discussion before re‑polling to maximize learning gains. Explaining the purpose of polling helps build trust and reduce student resistance.

UDL Scaffolds to Consider

When adapting methods, ask yourself:

· Access: Does the activity give all students a way to participate? (e.g., write before sharing; anonymous polling)
· Support: Does the activity include structure to help students succeed? (e.g., sentence starters, clear group roles)
· Executive Function: Does the activity help students plan or monitor their learning? (e.g., goal setting before a task, self-check prompts)
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The examples above illustrate how methods can vary depending on class size, modality, and design choices. There are many other approaches you can try, from quick, individual activities to extended group projects. Some commonly used methods include:

· 3‑2‑1: Students note 3 things they learned in the lecture, 2 things they found particularly interesting, and 1 question they still have.
· Guided Notes: Students complete structured outlines during lecture to focus attention and support retention.
· Lecture Wrapper: Students identify key points from a lecture and then compare their list to the instructor's.
· Role Play: Students act out or assume characters or identities in created situations.
· Case Studies: Students analyze real or simulated scenarios, applying course concepts to decision‑making.

Active learning methods can also be combined creatively—for example, using a Quick Write to start a case study discussion, or pairing role play with a structured debrief. They can be used in class, online, or as out‑of‑class assignments, and sometimes students can even use them individually (e.g., self‑assessments, lecture wrappers) to monitor their own learning.

For a much broader set of strategies with guides and demonstration videos, visit the Patricia K. Cross Academy's 50 Active Learning Techniques. Refer to the CTSI's list of active learning strategies, ranging from simple to more complex activities.
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In your ALDF Workbook docx:

1. Review the methods described above and explore additional strategies at the Patricia K. Cross Academy website.
2. Select one or two methods that could work in your course.
3. Use the table provided to compare methods side by side by noting:
· What the method is and what it entails
· Why it fits your situational factors
· How you would implement it (including materials or environments you would need)
· Potential barriers for students (and for you as the instructor)
· How you will welcome learner variability and build in supports

You do not need to fill in every column—choose one or two methods to compare side‑by‑side. The goal is to make an informed decision, not to capture every possible option.

	Prompts
	Potential Method 1
	Potential Method 2

	What the method is and what it entails
	[My notes]
	[My notes]

	Why it fits my situational factors
	[My notes]
	[My notes]

	How I would implement it
	[My notes]
	[My notes]

	Potential barriers for students (and me)
	[My notes]
	[My notes]

	How I will welcome learner variability and build in supports
	[My notes]
	[My notes]



As you progress through this module, you will return to this table to add design notes about materials and environments.
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On this page:

· Designing Active Learning Materials
· Why Situational Factors Matter
· Pause for Workbook Activity: Situational Factors for Materials
· Examples of Active Learning Materials
· Pause for Workbook Activity: Design Choices for Materials


[bookmark: _Toc222897468]Designing Active Learning Materials

Materials are what students interact with to access course content or complete tasks: readings, lecture slides, videos, infographics, simulations, collaborative documents, assessment rubrics, and more.

Materials are most effective when they reduce cognitive load (Mayer, 2009), provide clear scaffolds (Hattie & Donoghue, 2016), and offer options for representation to support learner variability (CAST, 2024). Materials help lower barriers, guide student attention, and help learners actively process information rather than simply consume it.


[bookmark: _Toc222897469]Why Situational Factors Matter

Just like methods, the effectiveness of materials depends on context. A dense academic reading may work in a graduate seminar but overwhelm first-year undergraduates. A long video may be feasible in a high bandwidth environment but inaccessible for students with limited internet.

When designing materials, consider factors such as:

· Access to technology and devices
· Time available for preparation outside of class
· Students' prior knowledge and skills with specific formats
· Cost and licensing issues
· Accessibility and usability (e.g., captions, alt text, screen reader compatibility)
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In your ALDF Workbook docx, record the situational factors that shape how you design course materials. Use the table provided to note your context for each factor.

	Situational Factors
	My Context

	Student access to technology and devices
	[My notes]

	Time available for preparation outside of class
	[My notes]

	Students' prior knowledge and skills with specific formats
	[My notes]

	Cost and licensing issues
	[My notes]

	Accessibility and usability
	[My notes]



As you progress through this module, you will identify additional situational factors that will shape your design.
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Materials can be simple or complex, but the best choice depends on your situational factors. Below are examples of materials adapted for active learning, with design considerations:

Readings and Texts

Provide annotated PDFs, curated reading packets, or guides with discussion questions.

· Humanities example: A history course provides two primary sources with guiding questions for in‑class comparison.
· Physical sciences example: A physics course offers problem sets paired with worked solutions for guided practice.
· Design consideration: Help students with less background knowledge by scaffolding readings.

Slides and Visuals

Use diagrams, infographics, or simplified slide decks.

· Social sciences example: A sociology course uses a concept map to visualize social theories for class discussion.
· Life sciences example: A biology course uses annotated diagrams of cell processes for peer discussion.
· Design consideration: Include alt‑text and captions; keep layouts clear and consistent.

Multimedia

Record short videos or podcasts; provide transcripts and captions.

· Professional programs example: A nursing course uses short patient‑care video vignettes for case‑based discussion.
· Engineering example: A civil engineering course provides short video walk‑throughs of design simulations for analysis.
· Design consideration: Keep videos brief; provide low‑bandwidth alternatives.

Collaborative Docs

Shared annotation platforms, Microsoft Office 365, or Quercus discussion boards.

· Humanities example: An English literature class uses Hypothesis for collaborative annotation of poems.
· Life sciences example: A chemistry course uses shared lab notebooks (e.g., OneNote, Microsoft Word) for collaborative lab records.
· Design consideration: Scaffold expectations for participation; model respectful communication.

Assessment Guides

Offer rubrics, exemplars, or guided notes.

· Professional programs example: A business course provides sample case briefs with commentary on analysis strategies.
· Arts example: A studio-based course provides exemplar project reports annotated with instructor feedback.
· Design consideration: Improve transparency by explaining purpose, criteria, and process.

UDL Scaffolds to Consider

When selecting or adapting materials, ask yourself:

· Access: Are the materials usable by students with different devices and accessibility needs? For essential concepts, could I provide an alternative or supportive format (e.g., captions for video, alt‑text for diagrams)?
· Support: Do I provide glossaries, guiding questions, or worked examples to scaffold difficult content?
· Executive Function: Do I include templates, exemplars, or checklists to help students plan and monitor their work?
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In your ALDF Workbook docx:

1. Review the materials described above and reflect on your current course materials.
2. Select one or two materials that you could adapt or create to support the active learning methods identified on the previous page.
3. Return to the table you started on the previous page. For each method you are considering, add notes in the existing three rows:
· How I would implement it (with materials I might need)
· Potential barriers for students (and me)
· How I will welcome learner variability and build in supports
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On this page:

· Designing Active Learning Environments
· Affordances: A Useful Lens
· Why Situational Factors Matter
· Pause for Workbook Activity: Situational Factors for Environments
· Looking Ahead
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Environments are the spaces—physical, digital, and social—where teaching and learning take place. They shape what kinds of active learning methods and materials are possible, and they influence how students experience collaboration, communication, and engagement.

An environment is more than the physical space or the learning management system—it also includes how people interact within that space. Small changes to the environment can significantly affect how students participate.
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When we talk about environments, it helps to think in terms of affordances—the features of a space or tool that enable certain kinds of teaching and learning.

· In a classroom with movable chairs, the affordance is flexibility for group work.
· In a Quercus course site with a clear weekly structure, the affordance is predictability and navigation support.
· In a group project where roles are assigned, the affordance is structured participation.

By identifying affordances—and also noticing constraints—you can adapt methods and materials to work more effectively in your teaching context.


[bookmark: _Toc222897476]Why Situational Factors Matter

The same activity may work differently depending on the environment:

· A case study in a seminar room with movable chairs encourages small group collaboration; in a fixed-seat lecture hall, it might require digital tools (e.g., polling or shared documents).
· A collaborative annotation exercise may be easy to manage in an online asynchronous course but more difficult in a fast-paced lecture.

When considering environments, think about:

· Physical space (room layout, furniture, writing surfaces, technology)
· Digital tools (LMS design, collaborative platforms, polling, multimedia tools)
· Social dynamics (group structures, participation norms, instructor presence)
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In your ALDF Workbook docx, record the situational factors that shape how your environments support or constrain active learning. Use the table provided to note your context for each factor.

	Situational Factors
	My Context

	Physical space layout and affordances
	[My notes]

	Digital platforms and tools
	[My notes]

	Social dynamics (group structures, norms)
	[My notes]

	Instructor presence and role
	[My notes]

	Student preparation and expectations
	[My notes]



Use the situational factors identified for methods, materials, and environments to shape your design.
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In the following two pages, we will look more closely at:

· 2.5 Physical Environments: Classroom Affordances with examples from U of T classrooms
· 2.6 Digital and Social Environments with examples of online tools, course site design, and participation norms

After reviewing those examples, you will return to your workbook to add design notes about how you can adapt environments to support active learning in your own courses.
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On this page:

· Physical Environments and Active Learning
· Examples of Affordances in Physical Environments
· Learn More About Your Teaching Spaces at U of T
· Coming Up Next
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Physical learning spaces can enable or constrain active learning depending on their design. The layout, furniture, writing surfaces, and technology in a room create affordances—features that support particular kinds of activities.

Recognizing these affordances (and limitations) helps you plan methods and materials that work with, rather than against, the space.
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Physical learning spaces—including classrooms—offer a mix of features. Below are common affordances, with examples of how they can support active learning across disciplines. The examples below are drawn from U of T classrooms, but the underlying affordances apply across many types of physical learning spaces. As you read, think back to the situational factors you noted in the previous activity and consider how they connect to your own teaching spaces.

Movable Furniture

[image: ]

· Affordance: Chairs and tables that can be reconfigured for groups, pairs, or circles.
· Examples:
· Humanities: Discussion circles for close reading of texts.
· Life sciences: Groups clustered around lab benches for collaborative experimentation.
· Engineering: Teams working on design challenges in pods.
· Design consideration: In fixed-seat lecture halls, simulate interaction using polling or collaborative docs.

Writable Surfaces
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· Affordance: Large, shared spaces for brainstorming and problem solving via whiteboards, chalkboards, writable walls, or table surfaces.
· Examples:
· Social sciences: Groups mapping causes of social phenomena on whiteboards.
· Physical sciences: Students working through equations collaboratively on wall boards.
· Design consideration: If writable surfaces are limited, supplement with shared digital whiteboards.

Screens and Projection
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· Affordance: Multiple screens allow groups to display and compare work.
· Examples:
· Life sciences: Biology groups project data visualizations to share findings.
· Professional programs: Business teams project case analysis slides for critique.
· Design consideration: With a single large screen, rotate group presentations or use online spaces to collect responses.

Microphones and Audio Systems

[image: ]

· Affordance: Ensures all voices can be heard in large spaces.
· Examples:
· Professional programs: Law students presenting arguments in a moot court setting.
· Large lectures: Student questions amplified to reach the whole class.
· Design consideration: In smaller rooms without microphones, repeat student questions so all can hear.

Classroom photos shown from Anthropology Building, Sanford Fleming Building, Sidney Smith Hall, and William G. Davis Building.

UDL Scaffolds to Consider

When examining physical environments, ask yourself:

· Access: Is the physical space usable for all students (e.g., mobility needs, microphone use)? Can all students see, hear, and contribute?
· Support: Are instructions and roles clear so students know how to use the space effectively?
· Executive Function: Does the room design support orientation and organization (e.g., clear sightlines, predictable group structures)?
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Whenever possible, check your assigned classroom before the term begins. Visiting or reviewing your space in advance can help you anticipate how the layout, furniture, and technology may affect your teaching and your students' learning. Knowing the opportunities and limitations of your space allows you to plan active learning strategies that fit more smoothly.

Some U of T teaching spaces are designed with features, such as movable furniture, multiple projection screens, or group workstations, that intentionally support collaborative learning, multimodal instruction, or group work. These spaces are sometimes referred to as Active Learning Classrooms (ALCs). While these features can enhance active learning, they are not required—most active learning strategies can be implemented in any teaching space.

For classroom details—including photos, seating layouts, and available technology—explore the campus resources below. Contact your hiring department for details about classroom spaces not listed in the databases below.

· St. George Campus Classroom Specifications Supported by Learning Space Management
· UTM Classroom Information for Enriched Spaces
· UTSC Active Learning Classrooms
· UTSC Classroom Information
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In the next page, we turn to digital and social environments, which often complement or extend the physical classroom. After reviewing those examples, you'll return to your workbook to add design choices for environments.
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On this page:

· Digital and Social Environments and Active Learning
· Examples of Affordances in Digital and Social Environments
· Learn More About Available Digital Tools at U of T
· Pause for Workbook Activity: Design Choice for Environments
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Environments are not only physical. Digital tools and social dynamics also create the conditions for how students engage. The design of your Quercus course site, the collaborative platforms you choose, and the participation norms you establish are all part of the environment.

These dimensions often work hand in hand with physical space. For example, a large lecture hall with fixed seating may constrain movement, but polling tools and shared online documents can create digital affordances for collaboration. Likewise, group norms and instructor presence shape how comfortable students feel contributing in any space.
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Every course involves both digital and social environments, regardless of where it is taught. The digital dimension is often facilitated by tools from our institution's Academic Toolbox, including Quercus, Microsoft 365, student response systems, and collaborative platforms. The social dimension emerges from how you and your students interact through group structures, participation norms, and instructor presence.

Below are examples of affordances in digital and social environments, with design considerations across disciplines. As you read, think about which tools and practices connect most closely to your situational factors.

Digital Environments

Quercus (LMS)

· Affordance: A well-organized course site with clear weekly modules provides structure and predictability, helping students navigate content and stay on track. A welcoming homepage and a transparent syllabus set the tone, offering students a clear entry point and consistent expectations.
· Social sciences example: A political science course uses weekly modules to structure readings, discussion forums, and low-stakes quizzes.
· Design consideration: Clear, consistent layouts reduce cognitive load for all learners and especially support students who benefit from strong executive function scaffolds. Predictable navigation and clear labelling help reduce barriers for neurodivergent learners.

Collaborative Tools

· Affordance: Shared documents (Microsoft Office 365) and annotation platforms (Hypothesis) allow students to co-create knowledge, annotate texts, and work asynchronously or synchronously.
· Humanities example: A literature course uses collaborative annotation for close reading of poems.
· Life sciences example: A biology course uses shared lab notebooks to record and compare data.
· Design consideration: Clear expectations for participation and respectful communication are key. Providing flexible ways to contribute (e.g., short written comments, highlighting, or audio annotations) can welcome different participation styles and reduce barriers.

Polling and Surveys

· Affordance: Tools such as iClickers, Quercus Quizzes, or Microsoft Forms provide immediate feedback, check understanding, and give quieter students a way to participate anonymously.
· Physical sciences example: A physics instructor uses peer polling to check understanding of problem-solving steps.
· Design consideration: Polls are most effective when questions go beyond recall to spark peer discussion. Allowing anonymous responses can reduce anxiety and encourage broader participation, especially for students who may be reluctant to speak up.

Multimedia Platforms

· Affordance: Recorded lectures, short podcasts, or interactive simulations provide multiple ways for students to access and process content.
· Engineering example: A civil engineering course uses simulation software for design analysis, then shares results in discussion forums.
· Design consideration: Keep videos short, provide captions and transcripts, and offer low-bandwidth alternatives. These practices improve accessibility and usability, and they support students who benefit from multiple representations of key concepts.

Social Environments

Group Structures

· Affordance: Assigning roles (e.g., facilitator, recorder, reporter) to ensure equitable participation. Team‑Based Learning (Michaelsen, Knight, & Fink, 2004) is one structured approach that uses permanent groups, readiness checks, and application exercises to engage students deeply and hold them accountable for both individual and team learning.
· Life sciences example: Biology students rotate lab roles to share responsibility.
· Design consideration: Some students may prefer roles that fit their strengths (e.g., organizing, synthesizing, or presenting). Offering choice or rotating roles with advance notice can support neurodivergent learners and reduce stress.

Participation Norms

· Affordance: Explicit guidelines for respectful dialogue, turn-taking, and response times.
· Humanities example: Seminar students co-create discussion norms at the start of term.
· Design consideration: Clear, predictable expectations help all students—especially those who find unstructured group dynamics overwhelming—feel more comfortable participating.

Instructor Presence

· Affordance: The way you model engagement, give feedback, and facilitate discussions.
· Professional programs example: Business instructors join case analysis discussions to model critical questioning.
· Design consideration: Instructors can normalize different ways of contributing (e.g., speaking, writing, or adding to collaborative docs) to welcome learner variability.

Peer Review Systems

· Affordance: Structured rubrics or guided peer review can help students give and receive feedback in clear, manageable ways.
· Engineering example: Design students use a peer rubric to critique prototypes.
· Design consideration: Clear criteria and modelling of constructive feedback support all students, especially those who may find open‑ended critique stressful. Offering options for how to provide feedback (e.g., written comments, checklists, or audio notes) can welcome different communication preferences and reduce barriers for neurodivergent learners.

UDL Scaffolds to Consider

When designing digital and social environments, ask yourself:

· Access: Are course sites, tools, and communication channels easy to navigate and usable across devices? Do I provide captions, transcripts, or alternative formats?
· Support: Do I scaffold how students interact with each other (e.g., group roles, discussion starters, feedback guidelines)?
· Executive Function: Does the environment help students stay oriented and organized (e.g., predictable module structure, clear deadlines, consistent feedback channels, a homepage that guides students to key tasks, a syllabus that clarifies outcomes and expectations)?
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Just as your physical classroom shapes what active learning looks like, the digital tools available to you influence how students engage with content, with you, and with each other. Exploring these tools in advance can help you plan for flexibility and anticipate where students may need support.

At the University of Toronto, instructors have access to a curated set of supported tools—known as the Academic Toolbox—that work alongside Quercus, our learning management system. These tools are most effective when guided by your course design and pedagogical priorities. They can help you build your course, connect with students, assess learning, design for inclusion, and analyze engagement.

· U of T's Academic Toolbox
· Educational Technology Tool Guides
· Tools Beyond Quercus
· Recommended Technology Requirements for Remote/Online Learning
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In your ALDF Workbook docx:

1. Review the examples from physical and digital/social environments.
2. Return to the design table you began earlier in the module. For each method you are considering, add notes in the existing three rows:
· How I would implement it (in the environments I am teaching in)
· Potential barriers for students (and me)
· How I will welcome learner variability and build in supports

By the end of this activity, you will have a plan that connects methods, materials, and environments into a coherent design for active learning.
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You've reached the end of Module 2: Designing for Active Learning: Methods, Materials, and Environments. In this module, you built on your understanding of active learning by exploring how to intentionally design strategies for your own teaching context.

By completing this module, you have:

· Identified and selected teaching methods that promote active learning across class sizes and disciplines;
· Evaluated and adapted materials to support multiple ways of representing and engaging with course content;
· Analyzed environments (physical, digital, and social) for their affordances and design choices that support student collaboration and inclusion; and
· Applied UDL considerations across methods, materials, and environments to make your active learning design more accessible and effective.
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U of T Resources

· ARC Academic Toolbox
· CTSI Active Learning at the University of Toronto
· CTSI Educational Technology
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· CTSI Universal Design for Learning Foundations (UDLF) Self-Paced Program
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· UTSC Active Learning Classrooms
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Welcome to Module 3: Preparing to Facilitate Active Learning.

In this module, you will move from design to implementation. Building on the strategies you developed in Module 2, you will focus on how to prepare yourself, your teaching team, and your students for active learning across different teaching contexts. You will also explore common challenges and strategies for gathering feedback to improve your practice.

Learning Outcomes

By the end of this module, you will be able to:

· Plan active learning activities with attention to timing, flow, and facilitation;
· Prepare your teaching team (e.g., TAs, co-instructors) to support active learning;
· Communicate expectations to students and build buy-in for active learning;
· Anticipate challenges and identify strategies for addressing them; and
· Consider ways to evaluate your teaching and close the feedback loop.
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This module consists of five pages. Use the "Next" and "Previous" buttons at the bottom of the page to navigate through the content.

· 3.1 Introducing Module 3 (you are here)
· 3.2 Preparing Yourself and Your Teaching Plan
· 3.3 Working With Your Teaching Team and Students
· 3.4 Anticipating Challenges and Evaluating Your Teaching
· 3.5 Module 3 References and Resources
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On this page:

· Planning for Active Learning
· Learning About Your Learners
· Key Elements of an Active Learning Plan
· Examples of Planning in Practice
· Pause for Workbook Activity: Lesson/Facilitation Plan


[bookmark: _Toc222897497]Planning for Active Learning

Teaching with active learning requires a different kind of preparation than lecture-only teaching. In addition to preparing your content, you'll also need to plan for timing, flow, transitions, and facilitation. Without this planning, even the most thoughtfully designed methods, materials, and environments can fall flat.

Both instructors and students bring variability to their teaching and learning contexts. For instructors, differences in teaching experience, comfort with facilitation, and the affordances of assigned classrooms can shape how active learning unfolds. Instructors' experiences facilitating active learning can be influenced as much by the challenges they anticipate and prepare for as by the activities themselves (Murphy et al., 2024).

For students, learning is more effective when activities are well scaffolded and connected to clear outcomes (Barkley & Major, 2022; Zakrajsek & Nilson, 2023). Careful planning also makes active learning feel smoother and more purposeful, increasing buy‑in.
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Planning for active learning also means anticipating the students who will take part in it. Learners bring diverse strengths, needs, and circumstances to the classroom. This variability can include neurodiversity, prior disciplinary experience, language backgrounds, or situational factors such as work and caregiving responsibilities.

The U of T undergraduate learning community is highly diverse. Some key metrics illustrate the student population you are likely to encounter (Student Life, UTSG):

· 66% live off campus
· 28% are international students
· 25% of first‑year students have parents with no post‑secondary education
· 34% speak a language other than English at home
· 40% work off campus
· 25% spend 6+ hours/week on co‑curricular activities
· 72% identify as non‑white
· 21% identify as LGBTQ+
· 5,000+ students are registered with Accessibility Services

Within this diversity, students may encounter barriers to learning that are not about ability but about context and design. Examples include:

· Feeling lonely or isolated when away from family supports
· Entering a course without sufficient background knowledge or skills
· Lacking strategies to adapt to feedback on assessments
· Struggling with unfamiliar vocabulary, especially for multilingual learners
· Experiencing lessons as culturally irrelevant or disconnected from their interests

Building in opportunities to learn about your learners will help you connect design choices from Module 2 (methods, materials, environments) with the realities of your teaching context. Some strategies include:

Start-of-Term Surveys

Ask students about prior experience with the subject, comfort with participation, or preferred ways of engaging (e.g., written vs spoken).

Learning Goals

Invite students to set personal goals for the course, then reflect on them at mid-term or at the end of the term.

Check-Ins

Use short polls or entry/exit tickets to gauge workload, pace, or points of confusion.

Once you have a sense of who your learners are, the next step is to plan the timing, flow, and structure of your sessions.
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When preparing an active learning experience, consider:

	Elements
	Considerations

	Timing and flow
	Break longer sessions into shorter segments (10–15 minutes of input followed by activity or reflection). Build in time for debriefs.

	Transitions
	Plan how you will move into and out of activities (e.g., slide prompts, verbal cues, countdowns).

	Clear instructions
	Provide concise directions, repeat them in multiple formats (spoken, on slides, posted in Quercus).

	Connections to outcomes
	Make explicit why an activity matters ("This case study will help you practice applying today's concept to real-world scenarios").

	Flexibility
	Be ready to adapt if timing, technology, or participation doesn't go as planned.



UDL Scaffolds to Consider

When drafting your active learning plan, ask yourself:

· Access: Are instructions available in multiple formats (spoken, written, visual)? Are students given time to enter the task?
· Support: Do you scaffold complex activities with smaller steps or prompts?
· Executive Function: Do you provide an agenda, checklist, or time markers to help students manage the activity?
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The examples below illustrate how instructors across disciplines structure active learning plans by combining methods, materials, and environments into a coherent class session. Use these examples as inspiration, but adapt them to your own situational factors and design choices.

	Contexts
	Active Learning Plans

	Arts (Visual Arts/Performance)
	In a studio-based course, the instructor plans a 3-hour session around a design challenge. Students spend the first 20 minutes reviewing exemplar works and criteria, 90 minutes creating or rehearsing in small groups, and 30 minutes presenting to peers for structured feedback. The final 20 minutes are reserved for class discussion and instructor synthesis.

	Humanities (History)
	A history instructor provides guiding questions on slides and in Quercus before a primary source analysis. During class, students first review documents individually, then discuss in pairs, and finally share interpretations in a facilitated whole-class debrief.

	Social Sciences (Sociology)
	A sociology course begins with 10 minutes of lecture framing, then moves into small group discussions of key questions from the assigned reading. Groups summarize their conclusions on a shared document, which the instructor uses to lead a whole-class synthesis.

	Life Sciences (Biology)
	A biology instructor structures a 50-minute class with two short polling questions followed by 2-minute peer discussions. Each is displayed with a clear prompt and countdown timer, then debriefed to connect back to the learning outcomes.

	Physical Sciences (Physics)
	In a 50-minute physics lecture, the instructor alternates between 15 minutes of worked examples, a polling question with peer discussion, and a 10-minute group problem-solving activity, closing with a short wrap-up.

	Engineering (Civil Engineering)
	A 75-minute session is planned as a sequence: mini lecture on a design principle, then a group application task (teams sketch possible solutions on whiteboards), then a debrief and comparison across groups.

	Professional Programs (Nursing/Medicine)
	A case-based learning session includes a short instructor overview, team analysis of a patient scenario, role play of communication with the patient, and a debrief focused on clinical reasoning and empathy.

	Professional Programs (Business/Management)
	A business instructor plans a 90-minute case study session by first assigning pre-class readings and reflection questions in Quercus. In class, students work in small teams to analyze the case for 20 minutes, present their recommendations in 5 minutes each, and then participate in a structured debrief comparing strategies across groups.

	Professional Programs (Law)
	A moot court simulation is broken into timed segments: 5 minutes of preparation in teams, 10 minutes of oral argument with roles assigned, and 5 minutes of structured feedback. Expectations are shared in advance through rubrics and instructions.




[bookmark: _Toc222897501]⏸️ Pause for Workbook Activity: Lesson/Facilitation Plan

In your ALDF Workbook docx, choose one of the active learning methods you identified earlier in Module 2. Plan how you will integrate this method into an upcoming class session. Use the table provided to map out your approach.

As you complete this activity, draw on what you noted about student variability (e.g., neurodiversity, prior knowledge, situational factors) and instructor variability (e.g., your own teaching experience, facilitation style, or environment affordances). This will help you anticipate barriers and plan supports more effectively.

	Components
	My Notes

	Learning outcome(s) for this class
	[My notes]

	Method(s) I will use
	[My notes]

	Material(s) I will need
	[My notes]

	Environment(s) I will use
	[My notes]

	Timing and flow (segments, transitions)
	[My notes]

	Instructions for students
	[My notes]

	Barriers and supports for student variability
	[My notes]

	Barriers and supports for instructor variability
	[My notes]



Consider how you will adapt if timing, technology, or participation doesn't go as planned.
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Active learning doesn't happen in isolation—it relies on the people in your teaching and learning contexts. Preparing your teaching team (e.g., TAs, co-instructors) and your students is essential to making active learning successful. Clear communication about roles, expectations, and purpose helps ensure that everyone is ready to participate and support one another.

Students engage more deeply when they understand why active learning is being used (Deslauriers et al., 2019) and when instructors set transparent expectations (Barkley & Major, 2022). Similarly, teaching teams are more effective when their roles are clearly defined and practiced before class (Zakrajsek & Nilson, 2023).


[bookmark: _Toc222897504]Preparing Your Teaching Team

In many contexts, active learning relies on a team of instructors, teaching assistants (TAs), or co‑instructors. The more your team understands your goals and how to facilitate activities, the more consistent and supportive the student experience will be. Preparing your team involves clarifying roles, reserving time to plan together, modelling activities, aligning communication and philosophies, and building trust and confidence.

Alongside the guidance you provide, TAs at U of T have access to training that can strengthen their capacity to support active learning. Encourage your TAs to participate in the Teaching Assistants' Training Program (TATP) and point them toward additional training opportunities, such as AODA compliance, sexual violence prevention, and supporting students in distress. For further guidance on TA roles, responsibilities, and development, visit CTSI's Teaching with TAs page.

Reserve Time and Clarify Roles

Set aside time to plan and reflect with your team. Assign specific responsibilities such as facilitating small‑group discussions, troubleshooting technology, or collecting feedback.

· Life sciences example: Lab TAs circulate to guide groups through experiments and check safety protocols.
· Engineering example: TAs support design teams by asking guiding questions rather than providing solutions.
· Co‑instructors (simultaneous): In a large lecture, one instructor leads an activity while the other monitors chat or circulates to answer questions.
· Co‑instructors (non‑simultaneous): When instructors alternate weeks or topics, they align on activity instructions and expectations in advance so that students experience consistency across sessions.

Align Communication and Philosophies

Ensure consistency in how instructors, TAs, and co‑instructors explain activities, expectations, and feedback. This also means discussing your teaching philosophies early, planning together, and being explicit with students about your shared approach.

· Social sciences example: In a sociology course, TAs practice using the same discussion prompts and criteria to assess small-group work.
· Physical sciences example: In a physics lecture with multiple instructors, the teaching team agrees on shared polling prompts and solution explanations to avoid mixed messages.
· Arts example: In a studio course, co‑instructors align on how critique language is framed, so feedback across sessions is consistent and constructive.

Build Trust and Confidence

Provide your teaching team with the tools and resources they need to guide students effectively, while also fostering an environment of parity where contributions are equally valued.

· Professional programs example: In a business seminar, TAs use case study rubrics to facilitate peer review and ensure consistency across sections.
· Arts example: In a studio course, TAs receive a critique framework to guide peer feedback discussions.
· Life sciences example: Lab TAs receive a troubleshooting guide for common experimental errors so they feel prepared to step in when students struggle.
· Co‑instructors: Instructors who alternate teaching weeks review each other's slides, prompts, and rubrics in advance to build shared confidence in activity delivery.

Model Activities

Walk through an activity with your teaching team so they know what it feels like from a student's perspective.

· Humanities example: In a history tutorial, the TA role plays a discussion leader using primary source questions.
· Professional programs example: In a nursing course, the lead instructor and TA run a short case‑based role play together before class to model expectations.
· Co‑instructors: Two instructors teaching different sessions practice delivering the same clicker question debrief to ensure students receive consistent framing.

UDL Scaffolds to Consider

When preparing your teaching team for active learning, ask yourself:

· Access: Do all team members have the resources they need in usable formats (e.g., written activity guides, shared slides, clear room technology instructions)?
· Support: Have you scaffolded their roles with prompts, rubrics, or checklists so they feel confident facilitating?
· Executive Function: Have you provided predictable structures (e.g., a consistent activity script, clear timelines, or communication channels) to help your team stay coordinated?
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Just as your teaching team benefits from clarity, your students also need preparation and transparency to succeed in active learning. Many may be unfamiliar with active approaches or hold assumptions about what "real teaching" should look like. Taking time to prepare them—by explaining your rationale, modelling what participation looks like, and setting clear expectations—helps build trust and buy‑in so students can engage with confidence.

Explain the Why

Share research and your own teaching philosophy to help students understand why you use active learning. Studies highlight that being transparent about the purpose of active learning is one of the most effective ways to reduce student resistance (Finelli et al., 2018; Tharayil et al., 2018).

· Physical sciences example: A physics instructor shows polling data from previous classes to demonstrate how peer instruction improves problem-solving accuracy.
· Social sciences example: A political science instructor explains that small‑group discussion helps students practice the same skills needed for policy analysis.
· Co‑instructors: Two instructors alternating weeks share the same "why" message in week one, so students hear consistent reasoning regardless of who is teaching.

Conduct an Access Check

Invite students to identify potential barriers that could affect their ability to participate fully, and proactively address them. Access checks reinforce that learner variability is expected and normal, and they connect directly to Universal Design for Learning (UDL).

· Social sciences example: A sociology instructor uses an anonymous survey in week one to ask about internet access, device availability, and schedule constraints.
· Arts example: A studio instructor asks students to share (anonymously, if preferred) what helps them feel comfortable presenting work in front of peers.
· Professional programs example: A nursing instructor runs a short poll on what kinds of group structures (e.g., assigned vs. chosen roles) help students participate effectively.

Co‑create Norms

Invite students to help establish community agreements around participation, communication, and collaboration (e.g., turn‑taking signals, group roles, respectful dialogue). Co‑creating norms builds ownership and trust, and it signals that active learning is a shared process rather than something imposed.

· Humanities example: In a seminar, students co‑develop a list of discussion guidelines (e.g., "step up, step back") during the first week of class.
· Life sciences example: A biology instructor asks lab groups to agree on shared responsibilities for lab prep, clean‑up, and data sharing.
· Professional programs example: In a business course, students collaboratively draft a short "team charter" outlining how they will handle deadlines and disagreements.
· Co‑instructors: When multiple instructors alternate weeks, they use the same community agreement to give students consistency across sessions.

Set Transparent Expectations

Be clear about how active learning connects to course outcomes and assessments.

· Professional programs example: In a nursing course, students receive a handout outlining how role-play exercises develop clinical reasoning skills that are graded later.
· Arts example: A studio instructor explains how peer critique activities map onto the criteria for final projects.
· Social sciences example: A sociology instructor shows how discussion contributions will be captured in a participation rubric.
· Co‑instructors: Instructors teaching different sessions agree to post identical expectation slides in Quercus to reinforce consistency.

Model Participation

Demonstrate how activities work, showing both the process and the expected outcome.

· Life sciences example: A biology instructor runs through a mock clicker question and peer discussion before the first real attempt.
· Humanities example: An English instructor models annotating a poem, then invites students to try in pairs.
· Professional programs example: In law, the instructor and TA enact a short moot‑court exchange to illustrate role‑play expectations.
· Co‑instructors: When both instructors are present, one can model a "student role" while the other facilitates, then switch for variety.

Provide Choice

Where possible, allow students to contribute in different ways (e.g., writing, speaking, using digital tools). Offering flexibility is especially supportive for neurodivergent students, who may find traditional group work settings restrictive or exclusionary (Salvatore, White, & Podowitz‑Thomas, 2024).

· Arts example: In a studio class, students choose whether to present a visual work, write a short reflection, or record an audio commentary for critique.
· Life sciences example: A biology course offers participation via oral lab reports, written reflections, or posting questions in Quercus.
· Social sciences example: A political science instructor gives students the option of posting weekly discussion points online or raising them in class.
· Co‑instructors: When instructors alternate sessions, both commit to offering similar modes of choice so students don't experience inconsistency.

Normalize Struggle

Remind students that confusion and debate are part of the learning process.

· Humanities example: An English literature instructor acknowledges that multiple interpretations of a text are expected, not errors.
· Physical sciences example: A chemistry instructor tells students that needing two or three attempts on a problem is normal in professional practice.
· Music example: A music instructor explains that mistakes and re‑starts during rehearsal are a natural part of developing technique and interpretation.

UDL Scaffolds to Consider

When preparing your students for active learning, ask yourself:

· Access: Do all students have a way to participate (e.g., polling, written contributions, verbal sharing)?
· Support: Are there clear instructions, prompts, or roles so no one is left guessing what to do?
· Executive Function: Are norms and expectations predictable, so students can plan how to engage?
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In your ALDF Workbook docx, draft a short plan for how you will prepare both your teaching team and your students for the active learning method you planned earlier. Use the table provided to map out your approach.

	Prompts
	My Notes

	What roles will my teaching team have?
	[My notes]

	How will I align communication and expectations with my teaching team?
	[My notes]

	How will I build trust and confidence in my teaching team's ability to support students?
	[My notes]

	How will I explain the purpose of active learning to my students?
	[My notes]

	What expectations will I set for participation?
	[My notes]

	How will I prepare students through modelling or co‑created norms?
	[My notes]

	What supports or choices will I provide to welcome learner variability?
	[My notes]



As you draft your communication plan, draw on the barriers and strategies for welcoming learner variability that you identified in Module 2.
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Even well-designed active learning can encounter obstacles. Technology may fail, students may resist unfamiliar approaches, or group participation may be uneven—experiences echoed in recent research documenting the mix of positive and negative perceptions instructors report when implementing active learning approaches (Murphy et al., 2024). Studies of resistance show that students often push back when activities feel unfamiliar, expectations are unclear, or workloads seem greater, but that these barriers can be reduced when instructors are transparent, connect activities to outcomes, and provide structure (Finelli et al., 2018; Tharayil et al., 2018).

While students engaged in active learning learn more, they may sometimes feel like they learn less (Deslauriers et al., 2019). Addressing these perceptions through transparency and reflection is part of making active learning sustainable for both instructors and students.
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In the short videos below, Prof. Mayes‑Tang reflects on her journey of facilitating active learning in the classroom. She describes how she prepared for the space, introduced active learning strategies with her teaching team, and gathered feedback to assess and improve her approach. Taken together, these clips illustrate one instructor's thought process across preparation, teaching, and evaluation.

Preparation

Watch the "Active Learning Spaces: Preparation" video (02:30). Select "CC" for closed captions.

Facilitation

Watch the "Active Learning Spaces: Teaching" video (02:46). Select "CC" for closed captions.

Evaluation

Watch the "Active Learning Spaces: Assessment" video (02:46). Select "CC" for closed captions.
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In your ALDF Workbook docx:

1. Read the cases below, which describe real-world challenges that faculty often encounter when facilitating active learning.
2. Choose one or two cases that resonate most with your teaching context and reflect on the following prompts. Use the table provided to jot down your reflections.
· How could you prevent this scenario from happening?
· If it happened in your class, what could you do in the moment?
· What could you do afterwards to adapt or respond?

	Case Studies
	How I could prevent this
	What I could do in the moment
	What I could do afterwards

	Case 1: Technology Fails: You plan to use polling software in a 300-student lecture. Ten minutes into class, the polling tool crashes. Students are restless and some pull out their phones.
	[My notes]
	[My notes]
	[My notes]

	Case 2: Student Resistance: In a seminar, you introduce a role-play activity to help students practice analysis skills. Several students roll their eyes, and one asks, "Why can't you just lecture and tell us what we need to know for the exam?"
	[My notes]
	[My notes]
	[My notes]

	Case 3: Uneven Group Participation: During a group discussion, one student dominates the conversation while two others remain silent. The quieter students later tell you they didn't feel included.
	[My notes]
	[My notes]
	[My notes]

	Case 4: Time Management: You plan a Think-Pair-Share and give students 5 minutes. The discussions run long, and by the time you regroup, you are rushing to cover the rest of your material.
	[My notes]
	[My notes]
	[My notes]



As you reflect, note whether certain strategies could help across more than one case. Identifying patterns will make your future planning more efficient and adaptable.


[bookmark: _Toc222897511]Strategies for Moving Forward

While every situation is unique, some strategies cut across these common challenges:

Build Buy-In

Introduce active learning early, connect activities to learning outcomes, and explain its value for assessments. Reduces resistance and helps students connect activities to assessments.

Example: Show past data or a short research finding that demonstrates how group work improved exam performance.

Tip: Pair your explanation with evidence—share a study or example from a prior class so students recognize the benefits beyond your own course.

Structure Group Work

Assign roles, provide prompts, and rotate responsibilities to ensure equitable participation. Prevents inequities and ensures all students have meaningful roles. This is particularly important for neurodivergent students, who report barriers when group work lacks structure and explicit expectations (Salvatore, White, & Podowitz‑Thomas, 2024).

Example: Give groups a checklist with roles (facilitator, recorder, presenter) and rotate them weekly.

Tip: Check in with groups mid‑activity to ensure roles are being used as intended; small adjustments early prevent disengagement.

Manage Time Transparently

Use visible timers, keep debriefs concise, and plan buffers into lessons. Balances coverage and activity, reducing frustration.

Example: Display a countdown timer on slides and stick to 2‑minute debriefs to avoid running over.

Tip: Use a visible countdown and a verbal "two‑minute warning" to help students pace themselves and wrap up effectively.

Prepare Backups

Have low‑tech alternatives ready (e.g., paper slips for polls, verbal instructions if slides fail). Keeps the class running smoothly and reassures students that you are adaptable.

Example: If clickers fail, shift to a quick "turn to your neighbour" discussion, then gather responses with a show of hands.

Tip: Test your backup plan once or twice during the term, even if technology works, so students know you have alternatives.

Model Adaptability

When challenges occur, narrate how you are adjusting. This builds student trust and shows flexibility as a teaching skill. Demonstrates resilience and sets a positive example for students.

Example: Say, "Our poll isn't working, so let's switch to quick pair discussions—we'll try the poll again next week."

Tip: Acknowledge what's working as well as what's changing—this helps students see adaptability as proactive, not just reactive.
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Active learning works best when it is iterative. To improve over time, gather feedback and show students how you act on it. Effective evaluation considers both student experience (how activities feel to students) and learning effectiveness (how well activities support achievement of outcomes). Balancing these perspectives provides a clearer picture of how active learning is working in your teaching context.

Closing the loop means not just collecting feedback, but responding to it transparently. For example, if students note that group work felt rushed, you might start the next class by saying, "I heard your feedback, so today I've built in more debrief time." This acknowledgement builds trust and demonstrates that student voices matter. You can gather and use feedback in several ways:

Student Feedback

Gather input directly from students using both structured surveys and quick in‑class activities. Mid‑term surveys provide broad perspectives, while activities like Minute Papers, Muddiest Points, or polls double as feedback tools that reveal how students are experiencing the course.

Sample questions: Which activities were most helpful for your learning? What made them valuable? Which activities were least helpful? How could they be improved?

Tip: Be mindful of survey fatigue. Space out requests for feedback so students don't feel over‑surveyed. Share back what you learned ("Many of you noted the pace felt fast last week—today we'll pause for short check‑ins").

Resource: CTSI's Gathering Formative Feedback with Mid-Course Evaluations PDF provides practical approaches and sample tools.

Peer or Team Input

Invite a colleague or TA to observe and provide feedback on facilitation or student engagement. External perspectives help identify dynamics you may miss in the moment and can validate or contrast with student feedback.

Tip: Give observers a short guide (e.g., note how many students spoke in each group, or how clearly instructions landed) so feedback is specific and actionable.

Resource: CTSI's Peer Observation of Teaching PDF offers approaches for structuring feedback.

Self-Reflection

Engage in ongoing reflection after class to capture what worked well, what barriers arose, and what you would adapt next time. Reflection helps you connect immediate observations with longer‑term teaching goals.

Tip: Keep a simple teaching journal with three prompts: What worked well? What was challenging? What will I try differently next time?

Resource: CTSI's Reflecting on Your Teaching at U of T identifies resources and services to support reflective practice.

Scholarship of Teaching and Learning (SoTL)

For some instructors, reflection grows into formal inquiry. SoTL involves systematically studying student learning, analyzing evidence, and sharing findings publicly. Conducting SoTL in an active learning contexts can deepen your teaching practice, contribute to your field, and provide evidence for teaching dossiers.

Tip: Start small by framing a question (e.g., How does peer discussion affect student confidence in problem solving?) and gathering evidence from your own class.

Resource: Enrol in CTSI's SoTL Hub to receive announcements of SoTL events, programming, and resources.
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In your ALDF Workbook docx, draft a short plan for how you will evaluate and reflect on the active learning method you planned earlier. Use the table provided to map out your approach.

	Prompts
	My Notes

	How will I gather student feedback (formal or informal)?
	[My notes]

	How will I gather peer or teaching team input?
	[My notes]

	How will I engage in self‑reflection after the activity?
	[My notes]

	Will I take this further into a SoTL inquiry? If so, what question or evidence might I explore?
	[My notes]

	How will I close the loop and communicate back to students what I learned and changed?
	[My notes]



Evaluation is iterative. Start small—use one or two strategies at first—and expand over time as you refine your practice.
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[bookmark: _Toc222897515]Congratulations!

You've reached the end of Module 3: Preparing to Facilitate Active Learning. In this module, you built on your designs by planning how to put active learning into practice, preparing your teaching team and students, and anticipating common challenges.

By completing this module, you have:

· Planned active learning activities with attention to timing, flow, and facilitation;
· Prepared your teaching team (e.g., TAs, co-instructors) to support active learning;
· Communicated expectations to students and built buy-in for active learning;
· Anticipated challenges and identified strategies for addressing them; and
· Considered ways to evaluate your teaching and close the feedback loop.
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The following list includes references cited in this module as well as optional additional resources for further exploration. Reviewing these resources is not required but may help you deepen your understanding of active learning. You are welcome to explore them at your own pace.
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U of T Resources

· CTSI Active Learning at the University of Toronto
· CTSI Active Learning Spaces: Assessment Video (02:46)
· CTSI Active Learning Spaces: Preparation Video (02:30)
· CTSI Active Learning Spaces: Teaching Video (02:46)
· CTSI Gathering Formative Feedback with Mid-Course Evaluations PDF
· CTSI Peer Observation of Teaching PDF
· CTSI Reflecting on Your Teaching at U of T
· CTSI Scholarship of Teaching and Learning
· CTSI Scholarship of Teaching and Learning (SoTL) Hub [Enrol link]
· CTSI Student Response Systems
· CTSI Teaching with TAs
· Identify, Assist, Refer Training
· Materials for Accessible Communication Resources
· Sexual Violence Prevention & Support Centre Training and Workshops
· TATP Active Learning
· TATP Job Training
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[bookmark: _Toc222897518]What's Next?

[bookmark: _Toc222897519]Congratulations!

You've completed the Active Learning Design Foundations (ALDF) self-paced learning program. Along the way, you explored what active learning is and why it matters, designed strategies across methods, materials, and environments, and planned for putting active learning into practice across different teaching contexts. You also reflected on how to prepare your teaching team and students, and how to anticipate challenges and evaluate your practice.

Through the modules and workbook activities, you now have a set of notes, reflections, and draft plans to guide your next steps. These resources are flexible—you can adapt them to different courses, class sizes, or teaching formats. Prefer an offline version of the program? The ALDF Content Reader PDF provides a single, accessible document containing all module content for future reference.

Start small. Introduce one strategy from the ALDF into a single class session or learning activity. Over time, these small steps can grow into a broader approach to active learning. Incremental change is impactful, and sustainable growth often begins this way.

[bookmark: _Toc222897520]ALDF Feedback Survey

Please share your feedback about your learning experience in this brief, anonymous survey. Your feedback will help us enhance the program and design future programming.

This survey will take approximately 5–7 minutes to complete. Your name and email address will not be recorded. Contact q.help@utoronto.ca for technical assistance and accommodation requests for the ALDF self-paced learning program.

Start the ALDF Feedback Survey
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The Centre for Teaching Support & Innovation (CTSI) and U of T teaching support offices offer various services and expertise to support your teaching endeavours. Book a consultation and/or join a programming session to enhance your course design.

Explore the links below to identify the next steps for your teaching context. We look forward to connecting with you soon.

Useful Links

· CTSI Consultations
· Teaching Feedback Services
· Course Evaluations
· Educational Technology
· Resource Library
· Scholarship of Teaching and Learning (SoTL) Support
· Teaching Award Support
· Teaching with GenAI at U of T
· Teaching with UDL at U of T

Programming Series

· U of T Teaching and Learning Calendar
· CTSI Workshops and Programs
· Course Design Institute
· Peer-to-Peer (P2P) Faculty Mentoring for Teaching
· Reflecting on Your Teaching at U of T
· Self-Paced Learning Programs
· Teaching and Learning Symposium
· UDL Conversations
· UDL Express

U of T Teaching Support Offices

· Centre for Community Partnerships
· Centre for Faculty Development, Temerty Faculty of Medicine
· Centre for Teaching and Learning, UTSC
· Education Technology Office, Faculty of Applied Science & Engineering
· Institute for the Study of University Pedagogy, UTM
· Robert Gillespie Academic Skills Centre, UTM
· Teaching and Learning Office, Faculty of Arts & Science


[bookmark: _Toc222897522]Acknowledgements

This open-access resource under a Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-ShareAlike 4.0 International (CC BY-NC-SA 4.0) License was co-developed by members from the U of T community. We would like to acknowledge the expertise and support of our U of T colleagues.

Dianne Ashbourne, Steven Bailey, Allison Van Beek, Nicole Birch-Bayley, Alana Boland, Megan Burnett, David Chan, Samantha Chang, Cristina D'Amico, Justin Fletcher, Kelly Gordon, Jordan Holmes, Rob Huang, Derek Hunt, Michal Kasprzak, Blake Markle, Andrew Petersen, Elias Polcheira, Olivier St-Cyr, Sharon Switzer-McIntyre

ALDF is part of CTSI Self-Paced Learning Programs. Let us know what other programs and resources you would like to engage with in our ALDF feedback survey available near the top of this page.

Thank you for completing the ALDF self-paced learning program. Visit the CTSI website for resources and upcoming events. We look forward to connecting with you again soon.
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