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Abstract
Active learning techniques require students to consider a given set of information, analyze, process and prepare to restate what has been learned—all strategies are confirmed to improve higher order thinking skills. Active learning techniques transform complacent and apprehensive learners into active participants in the process.  Group assignments and peer review scenarios establish a setting fostering the notion that students that teach one another are essentially learning to teach themselves.  Technology in the 21st century allows instructors to incorporate active learning techniques such as web-based scavenger hunts, problem-based learning, cooperative learning, group-discussion, peer-reviewed and structured learning groups.  Application of active learning techniques offer students opportunities to steer their learning, develop communication and critical thinking skills, and engage in hands on experience to prepare for real-world job situations.


Opportunities to Create Active Learning Techniques (ALT) in the Classroom
	Chickering and Gamson (1987) remind educators that, “Learning is not a spectator sport. Students do not learn as much just sitting in classes listening to teachers, memorizing prepackaged assignments and spitting out answers” (p. 5). Twenty years ago, students in an undergraduate environmental studies course were taken on a field trip to Cameron Park, a wooded area in Waco, Texas.  Students were placed into groups and were asked to spend two hours locating specific species of plants and animals.  After locating and identifying the flora and fauna students returned to the classroom. In the classroom, students analyzed both the unique contributions of each individual plant and animal, as well as analysis of the interconnectedness of these flora and fauna with respect to the larger ecological system in the park.  Students engaged in round-table discussions and presented findings to the group.  During the presentations students demonstrated mastery of the learning objective measurement ranging from describing basic knowledge of the systems in place to analysis and synthesis of the topics.  Hands-on active learning processes such as these are still relevant today--although, many times, the 'scavenger hunt' might be a digital one, rather than a walk in the woods.  
Meyer (2013) emphasized the need for instructors to motivate students and to personalize the learning experience.  The purpose of this article is to contribute to the growing body of research focused on active learning techniques.  In this paper the authors introduce potential applications for introducing active learning techniques in the online classroom.  The literature review for this paper included topics ranging from investigating active learning techniques, and the merits of incorporating ALT techniques into the classroom to opportunities. Examples of active learning applications and details about the merits of incorporating active learning techniques such as web-based scavenger hunts, problem-based learning, cooperative learning, group discussion, peer-reviewed and structured learning groups are discussed.  
Active Learning Techniques Defined
	Active learning techniques allow students to reflect on the materials, analyze, process and then prepare to discuss—all strategies confirmed to improve higher order thinking skills (Yuretich, 2004).  ALT encourages instructors to create opportunities for learning instead of allowing students to sit passively and learn by absorbing information passed on by the instructor.  Kim, Sharma, Land and Furlong (2013) described benefits of ALT to include improved critical thinking skills, increased motivation improved interpersonal communication skills.  Zayapragassarazan and Kumar (2012) reported similar benefits of ALT noting increased student retention and a higher degree of student-focused personal accountability.  ALT may also be used to promote a culture of learning, critical thinking, and student engagement in the classroom (Goldbert & Ingram, 2011).
	Four techniques through which students learn include talking, listening, reading, writing and reflecting.  Combining all four techniques in active learning strategies produces a more effective learning environment (Knowles, 1980).  Active learning strategies such as group discussion, journal writing, case study, role play, problem solving and organized learning groups create opportunities for student participation and engagement (Detlor, Booker, Serenko & Julien, 2012).  The use of group work and active discussions allows students to both gather information and explore peer perspectives which further develop the learning and application process (Levy & Petrulis, 2012).  Instructor use of active learning strategies may depend on class size, space, objectives and time available to complete activities.  Learning activities may be designed to focus on adult learning strategies and understanding the role of andragogy in this process in order to provide opportunities for students to focus on problem-solving skills which lead to success in learning outcome mastery (Galbraith & Fouch, 2007; Goldberg & Ingram, 2011).  In the 21st century, ALT techniques have begun to incorporate web-based tools (Skiba, 2013).   WebEx ™ trainings, live training sessions and group discussion boards are methods to communicate with students to prepare learners to use new technology and tools accessible from the online classroom.  The learner-centered approach enables students to both become familiar with resources and to process the relevance of those resources through hands-on exercises.  These real-world tools are available to all online learners and may help them generate appropriate learning outcomes (Johnson, Sproles, & Detmering, 2010).  
Activities through which we learn
Students learn by talking and listening.  Knowles (1980) explained that in spite of creating and describing specific course objectives for a particular class, many of his students still did not understand the specific goals or outcomes.  Knowles found that when students were asked to write the objectives in their own words, they were able to better-understand and clarify the curriculum goals.  Galbraith and Fouch (2007) established that providing a set of learning objectives in the beginning of a lesson would help the adult learners to see the big picture and to know the direction of the session (p.37). [image: Begin Match to source 13 in source list: Submitted to Royal Melbourne Institute of Technology on 2008-11-24] Donovan and Loch (2013) illustrated the ways in which implementing educational technology (such as a whiteboard or an audience-response system) in the classroom created an active learning environment which engaged students, promoted frequent feedback, and helped students to develop a deeper understanding of the application of course lessons. Galbraith and Fouch (2007) found that when adults understand the rationale for the lesson they are more likely to engage in the training and to transfer those lessons to the workplace (p.37).  Active techniques provide the student the opportunity to organized and reflect which reinforces learning.  One method to foster this learning is accomplished when instructors begin the lecture by asking students to consider thought-provoking questions.  These questions may be asynchronous (as found in many online discussion boards), or synchronous, as seen on a live web seminar.  Instructors may also employ this method by stopping a lecture to ask students to reflect on the materials or to be prepared to explain the concepts to the class at the close of the lecture—both methods have proven useful for reinforcing learning. 
The initial acquisition of knowledge is followed by comprehension and application for potential scenarios.  For example, active learning techniques may involve asking students questions such as: “If you experienced a natural disaster and had no internet access for one week, Explain whom would you contact and how might you go about this process?”  Student answers would demonstrate the ability to analyze a situation and describe the best course of action.  A second scenario may ask students to consider the actions which may result in intentional or unintentional plagiarism.  Students could consider the question here: “You have written a paper for a course, but the instructor noted that there was a high percentage match to a Turnitin.com report.  Find the academic integrity policy and identify the steps to take in order to understand the academic integrity policy for our institution?  Summarize a list of resources that may be used to ensure your work meets the academic rigor for our institution?  Exercises such as these described above allow students to review, analyze and synthesize information to demonstrate mastery and understanding of the materials.
 The writing process allows students to process and synthesize information. Writing is effective when groups or pairing are not possible or when the class size is too large to ask students to present to the group.  Karmas (2011) employed active learning techniques in a technical business writing course where students were asked to pre-write papers by creating preview lists. The active learning technique allowed students to create lists, then write sentences and repeat until the paper was completed.  In the online classroom instructors can create an individual research assignment and ask students to share and discuss findings with a small team.  In doing so, students may teach one another how to solve problems and how to apply objectives more globally (Gabbert, Johnson & Johnson, 1986).  For example, in a Master's level online course Camacho (2014) required students to create a 3-5 slide PowerPoint presentation focusing on one of 10 assigned Human Resource Law topics.  Students submitted the individual assignment for grading and in the subsequent week students were asked to share their findings with a smaller virtual team—via team discussion board.  Students reported the benefit of this exercise to include enhanced learning of the materials vis a vie the requirement to teach others about the topic and heightened learning about multiple topics as students were able to learn about the multiple topics researched and shared within the group.  Another active learning exercise in the online classroom requires students to interview a business leader and create a PowerPoint describing the key findings.  After the individual work is graded students may be asked to share findings with peers in a smaller discussion forum or in a live webinar.  In the latter scenario students gain information by interviewing experts in the field and subsequently share this knowledge with peers—passing along insights and best practices.
Several years ago, [Legare] designed a cooperative learning assignment in the form of a group discussion assignment for an undergraduate United States History course.  The design resulted in a 'debate style exercise' in which students chose one of two sides of a discussion concerning whether or not the Civil War was inevitable. The discussion areas designed allowed students to identify all possible options and solutions to this complex issue (Gabbert et al., 1986).  Throughout the duration of the six-week class, students participated in small group discussions which addressed issues from the bottom-up (working class to the elected officials who held office).  The goal was to bring all issues to life and to have students understand the day-to-day experiences that were situated in their proper historical context.  Each student was assigned a 'role' (these included various personas for men, women, children, the wealthy, poor, slaves, slave holders and office holders).  Group discussions may help to bring light to unclear explanations by allowing students who speak the same 'language' to discuss topics in a manner that might help to remove confusion about the material (Ohio State, 1988).  Students who become comfortable learning from other classmates may be more likely to look to those peers for future guidance, which also helps to develop and maintain networking opportunities (Holland, Major & Orvis, 2012).  A 1988 Ohio State study required students to complete a required reading assignment and then to instruct other students about the topic.  The results of this study indicated that when students teach other students, they are essentially learning to teach themselves (Ohio State, 1988).
Education in the 21st century must be creative, complex and challenging (Nenty & Odili, 2012).  Educators must be flexible and adapt teaching methods and styles to focus on the learner.  Two of the seven survival skills of the 21st century, posited by Wagner (2008) included critical thinking leading to problem solving and accessing and analyzing information.  In the online classroom the role of the instructor must include teaching students, ‘how to think and communicate effectively” (Conlon, 2008).
The problem-based learning method is defined as a teaching technique that fosters critical thinking and problem solving skills (Kwan & So, 2008).  The problem-based learning method allows students to take an active role in learning to solve complex problems (Bligh, 1995).  Goldberg and Ingram (2011) reported that students reacted most positively to activities with a focus on research and creativity.  Kwan and So (2008) designed a learning experience that required students to investigate a problem, collect and analyze data and create recommendations for the findings. The results of the study noted students who participated in the active learning experiences acquired in-depth knowledge of the topic, and developed critical thinking and problem solving skills (Kwan & So, 2008).  Jollands, Jolly, and Molyneaux (2012) found that problem-based learning fostered life-long learning and by solving a problem by focusing on research, teamwork, critical analysis, and real-world scenarios the students will be 'work ready'.  Similarly, Ghosh (2013) designed a problem-based learning scenario for a Master's level Economics course.  Results from the study indicated students who participated in the problem based learning exercise had a deeper understanding of the subject matter and were adept at applying the theories of international finance to a real life business venture.  ALT such as creating a problem-based learning scenario positively influence student learning.
Selection of Active Learning Strategies: Technology
The goal of the education process is to teach global lessons; in other words to teach students to 'learn how to learn'.  In the 21st century, ALT techniques include web-based tools (Skiba, 2013).  Hands-on web based tools are available to online learners and lend to achieving instructor created Bloom's Taxonomic goals.  Instructors may incorporate web-based tools, such as Jing or Meebo to best-illustrate a course concept in an online classroom.  Jing, an online tool allows users to record keystrokes and online activities, allows visual learners to benefit by watching an instructor complete specific tasks (Bianco & McCollom, 2009). For instance, if a student does not understand how to use a Drop Box, the instructor could record the steps in a video. A Jing video can capture the audio and visual steps in which the instructor may provide the steps for the student.  Visual learning techniques may also benefit students needing assistance with specific assignments.  For example, if an assignment focuses on MLA or APA formatting, the instructor could provide a Jing video accompanied by audio. In many cases, citation errors are minor (placing the punctuation in the wrong place). The use of the Jing videos in the online classroom creates a personalized connection between instructors and students while addressing learning preferences (Karmas, 2011).
First-Year and First-Generation Online Students
Adult learners have needs which are unique, and instructors must consider the needs of the learners in the creation of course and lesson designs. Galbraith and Fouch (2007) emphasized the importance of focusing on adult learning strategies and understanding the role of andragogy in adult learning.  Praxis, meaning action with reflection, best-illustrates the overall focus on andragogy (Galbraith & Fouch, 2007, p.37).  Adults must understand the relevance of all lessons in order to find value in those lessons.  Adult participants in any course will need to understand the small and larger picture in order to better-invest themselves in each lesson.  Galbraith and Fouch (2007) compared other adult educational theories (sensory stimulation, cognitive, reinforcement, facilitation and andragogy) in an effort to locate the most relevant strategies that could be applied in workplace training. 
Bridge 'Success Strategies' Courses
Jansen (2010) concluded that incoming student learning skills and time management skills may positively impact a college student's first-year study behavior and academic achievement.  First-year and first-generation online learners face unique challenges with respect to preparing for both the online learning experience and for understanding the resources that are available at the learning institution. First-year online students who are not prepared to take courses may decide to withdraw from the courses instead of accessing relevant resources.  Bridge courses help to address this gap by acquainting online learners with institutional resources and technology resources (i.e. writing labs, academic integrity tutoring, and campus services such as career placement.  Bridge courses commonly named, "Success Strategies" or "Introduction to Online Learning".  The courses tend to assist students who struggle with their writing skills, and focuses on identifying the resources that may assist the student throughout the educational process. Active learning techniques built into bridge courses can increase the opportunity for student success (Meyers, 2013).
The Scavenger Hunt
A technical scavenger hunt – can be designed to allow students to apply critical thinking to identify the location of materials, and to provide an explanation and analysis of the discovery process.  Segrist and Nordstrom (2007) introduced an online scavenger hunt with the purpose of increasing student awareness of the online resources available in the institution.  Participating students reported improved knowledge of the resource available and higher levels of engagement in the classroom.  An example of tasks assigned in an online scavenger hunt could include requiring students to locate the online resources for the respective university, and students might locate the student services, online library, writing tutor and academic policy links.  Active learning exercises allow students to self-direct learning.  To close an active learning exercise, students may be asked to describe the ways in which the resources identified in a scavenger hunt may be used during the degree program.  
	The outcome from scavenger hunts and resource identification may also be designed to assist graduates to best-prepare for their transition into the workforce.  For example, a scavenger hunt could be designed to include a search for job prospects, salary information and resume and cover letter composition tools (Segrist & Nordstrom, 2007).
Active learning strategies may bring new perspective and real-world relevance to classroom materials.  When designing assignments, instructors may incorporate action words from Bloom's taxonomy –relying on the lists of action words—to help define the actions which will lead to the cognitive processes by which thinkers encounter and work within knowledge (Skiba, 2013).  Bloom's (1956) taxonomy model was designed to create an effective objective learning measurement tool which for use in the classroom (Skiba, 2013).  Like Bloom's model, active learning techniques can create a sense of connectedness with the students and the learning materials. 
This paper began with a quote from Chickering and Gamson (1987) noting that, “Learning is not a spectator sport.”  Incorporating active learning strategies into the classroom produces a more effective learning environment, increased student participation and engagement.  Senge (1990) may have captured the argument for learning most succinctly observing, students remembers only a fraction of what they hear but remember a majority of what they do.  Both the online and brick-and mortar instructors have ample opportunities to incorporate ALT into the classroom.   Application of active learning techniques offers students a brighter opportunity to develop the abilities, attitudes and prepare our learners for success in the 21st century.
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