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The active learning concept is increasingly attracting attention in the education environment. This paper
includes information about the obstacles that instructors might face in active learning, and provides several
activities to overcome obstacles. Evidence suggests that active learning increases engagement, student
motivation, and comprehension of material. However, the literature revealed that several obstacles exist
that may prevent the implementation of active learning strategies. Therefore, understanding how to
overcome obstacles and successfully implementing active learning strategies is beneficial for both the
instructor and student.
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INTRODUCTION

While students once listened passively as their instructor doled out a lecture, more instructors are
requiring participation in the learning process. The shift toward more student-centered teaching strategies
is known as active learning. Bonwell (2000) defines active learning as placing an emphasis on the learner
doing and thinking about what they are doing. According to Johnson and Johnson (2018), active learning
techniques encourage a deeper level of learning. Research shows that active learning increases the retention
of material and promotes student learning (Tharayil et al., 2018). However, implementation of active
learning in the classroom has been sluggish. Deslauriers et al. (2019) found that college instructors may be
hesitant to move to an active classroom. This article will explore the reasons that active learning is still not
implemented in all classrooms, despite the proven benefits for students. The researchers will identify the
barriers to active learning and will provide strategies for overcoming those barriers.

PURPOSE

The purpose of this article was to identify obstacles to engaging in active learning and create activities
to overcome the obstacles. According to Tharayil et al. (2018), instructors may be hesitant to change
teaching approaches. However, the consensus regarding the benefits of active learning pedagogies is
increasing (Cavanagh et al., 2018).

Implementing active learning pedagogical activities can result in several benefits including student
satisfaction and performance (Hyun et al., 2017). Therefore, understanding how instructors can overcome
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obstacles to active learning and implement strategies to support the active learning concept is purposeful.
This paper identifies reasons why instructors may be hesitant to engage in active learning, and provides
details for several learning exercises in which students can apply course material.

OVERVIEW OF THE LITERATURE

Theoretical Foundation

The constructivist learning theory suggests that learners create knowledge and meaning on their own
as they learn (Hein, 1991). Bada and Olusegun (2015) suggest that student centered learning is a main
component of constructivism. The constructivist theory supports the notion that learning is an active
experience (Fernando & Marikar, 2017).

Strategies that use an active learning approach promote the types of cognitive work necessary for
learning with the constructivist learning theory (Brame, 2016). According to Lewis et al. (2018),
constructivist based methods of instruction improves learning. Activities that promote active learning
encourage students to connect new information with existing knowledge, thus increasing comprehension
of material (Brame, 2016). Active learning results in higher levels of learning than passive methods of
instruction (Markant et al., 2016). Therefore, Kalamas Hedden et al. (2017) recommended the use of an
active learning constructivist approach to teaching in higher education.

History of Active Learning

Active learning has evolved over the years. Educational researchers began devoting attention to the
theory of active learning in the late 1990s (Murphy, 2020). In the past, course content was recited to students
(Baepler et al., 2016). Lectures were the traditional method for conveying information, and assessment was
based on written exams (Cummings et al., 2017). As the teacher’s role in active learning evolves, Page
(1990) suggests that teachers should guide students rather than dispense information. According to Roberts
(2019), passive learning does not align with contemporary needs.

In the current learning environment, student centered learning has begun to emerge (Baepler et al.,
2016). Constructivism based strategies such as active learning are being used more frequently (Cummings
etal., 2017). Kudryashova et al. (2016) identified a need to shift from teaching to learning in the educational
environment. Engaging students in active learning allows the student to feel a connection to the course,
rather than feeling like a passive spectator (Cummings et al., 2017). According to Yean (2019), the use of
active learning will encourage participation and revolutionize the methods in which students receive
information.

Obstacles to Active Learning

Bonwell and Eison (1991) detail five common barriers to the implementation of active learning
including: (a) limited class time to adequately cover the course materials, (b) increased preparation time,
(c) implementation in large classes can be difficult, (d) lack of material, equipment, and resources, and (e)
risk involved with implementation. Of the previously listed barriers, risks associated with implementation
was identified as the greatest barrier. Instructors are concerned that students will not participate, use higher-
order thinking and will not learn the content sufficiently. Additionally, a risk exists that faculty member
will no longer feel in control of the class, that they will be criticized and that they will not have the skills
necessary to successfully implement active learning. Gleason et al. (2011) elaborated on obstacles to active
learning, stating that some teachers may lack the confidence to take the risk associated with active learning.

According to Askit et al. (2018), the biggest obstacle to implementing active learning strategies is
related to not having enough time to adequately cover the course materials. Feedback consistently revealed
that the curriculum was overloaded, it was too time consuming for both students and educators, and the
work load was too heavy with too little time to complete it. Student study participants resisted the
implementation of active learning, citing some of the same discords as their instructors. Students also cited
obstacles including: difficulty in navigating discussions in large classrooms, stationary desks and chairs
inhibit active learning, and that too many students in the class to successfully implement active learning
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strategies. According research conducted by Wang (2017), 87% of instructors struggle with having the time
to implement an active learning strategy. Lack of technology available to the students was cited as another
area of concern for instructors. Shadle et al. (2017) echo findings of previously listed studies, citing that
90% of instructors participating in the study noted a lack of time as a barrier to the implementation of active
learning techniques.

Guidelines for Effective Active Learning

Overcoming the barriers associated with active learning can be difficult. Gleason et al. (2011) suggests
starting small. Many activities need little equipment and some only require a pen and paper (Askit, et al.,
2016). Having a classroom physically designed for active learning is ideal but it is not necessary for students
to be satisfied with their learning process. Jung et al. (2017) states that student satisfaction is directly related
to the active learning activities. According to Tharayil et al. (2018), the simple tasks of the instructor
explaining course expectations, the activity, and activity expectations greatly reduced student resistance to
active learning.

According to Fedoryshyn (2018), active learning should simply require critical thinking and individual
responsibility. Activities should be open ended with clear organization. Johnson and Johnson (2018)
suggest dividing large classrooms into smaller discussion groups, asking students to summarize, in writing,
the material the students had read or to evaluate statements or assertions in pairs. Bonwell (2000) notes the
following characteristics of an active learning activity to create a low risk for the instructor (a) relatively
short class time required, (b) carefully planned, (c) well structured, (d) concrete subject matter, (e) less
controversial subjects, (f) choosing a subject that students are well informed of, and (g) interaction between
the instructor and student in addition to peer to peer interactions.

ACTIVE LEARNING STRATEGIES

Below are two activities that allow instructors to easily implement active learning into the classroom.
The suggested activities overcome barriers previously identified, and create a low risk for the instructor.
The active learning strategies identified below require no technology, a short amount of preparation and
class time, and few resources. In addition, the following activities could be utilized for most subject matters
and in both large and small classrooms.

Activity #1

Rather than asking a question and calling on someone for an answer, sticky notes with questions relating
the material are stuck to a beach ball. The ball is tossed into the classroom. When someone touches or
catches the ball, they must take off a sticky note and read the question out loud. The student then answers
the question to the best of their ability, allowing the instructor to step in if the student is incorrect or is
struggling. The ball is then tossed back to the instructor, who tosses it into another part of the classroom.

Activity #2

In this activity, students are paired. Each pair of students will then play Tic Tac Toe against each other.
However, a student must earn their X or O mark by correctly answering the instructor’s question. One
person in each pair will be designated to answer the first question. The instructor will ask the class a
question. The student designated will answer the question. If they answer it correctly, they either earn an
“X” or an “O” and can then place the designated letter on the Tic Tac Toe Board. To add a twist to the
traditional game, students could also be given the option of erasing an “X” or “O” on the Tic Tac Toe
Board, rather than adding an X or O. The first person in each set to get three in a row wins that game. Once
a winner has been declared, the students can draw another Tic Tac Toe board and play again. Instructors
may award bonus points to the winner of the game.
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CONCLUSION

Understanding how to overcome obstacles to active learning is essential in creating a course design
meaningful to the student. According to Styers et al. (2018), higher levels of critical thinking may result
from the use of active learning. The implementation of active learning strategies results in several benefits
for the student including increased perception of learning experience and improved grades (Sinnayah et al.,
2019). Additionally, instructors are likely to see an increase in positive student evaluations from using
active learning techniques (Henderson et al., 2018). Therefore, understanding how to overcome active
learning obstacles and successfully implementing active learning strategies is beneficial for both the
instructor and student.
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