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Engaging Your Students in Learning (continued)

Cooperative Learning
	 Many of the experiential learning strategies 
referenced above could be carried out in a cooperative 
learning environment. This is a type of learning 
situation which “places students within small groups 
to pursue outcomes that are mutually beneficial” 
(Lyons et al. 112). As compared to competitive and 
individual approaches to learning, cooperative learning 
has repeatedly been proven to have at least five 
advantages. Cooperative learning:

•	 encourages positive interdependence by 
fostering a sense of personal responsibility for 
the success of teammates.

•	 establishes accountability for one’s own 
learning, as well as that of one’s teammates.

•	 builds the necessary interpersonal skills for 
today’s workplace and for life in general.

•	 develops solutions that incorporate more 
perspectives, thus greater acceptance by more 
people.

•	 enables the faculty member to better manage 
the learning environment (Lyons et al. 112-
113).

	 For information on utilizing small groups, see the 
CTE’s Teaching Tip, “Getting Small Group Learning Off 
to a Good Start” and “When Small Group Learning 
Goes Off Track” at http://www.lcc.edu/cte/resources/
teachingtips/.

Experiential Learning Strategies
	 Experiential learning strategies are those that 
enable students to “discover” information from their 
own efforts. It “occurs when a person engages in some 
activity, looks back at the activity critically, abstracts 
some useful insight from the analysis, and puts the 
result to work” (Pfeiffer 3). The critical role faculty 
have in this process is the post-activity debriefing, the 
purpose of which is to “engender personal reflection 
and an expansion of natural knowledge” in your 
students (Lyons et al. 116). Experiential learning 
strategies may be accomplished through numerous 
formats. Several of the strategies that follow would 
actively involve learners and promote an experiential 
learning environment.

“It is better to know some of the 
questions than all of the answers.”

–James Thurber
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Facilitated Class Discussions
	 Research has shown small and large group 
discussions to be effective in many learning situations, 
such as those developing problem-solving skills, 
examining beliefs and attitudes, retaining information, 
etc. (Nilson 87; Lyons et al. 109). In order to produce 
these desired effects, discussions require thoughtful 
planning and monitoring by the instructor. You might 
prepare a set of discussion questions, assign particular 
roles within small groups, keep students on track by 
providing time parameters for discussion, inform the 
class that small group discussions will be followed by 
whole group debriefing, etc.
	 Additional recommendations and/or strategies for 
effective discussions are to:

1.	 Ask a question and give students a few 
minutes to write out their answers, have them 
share their answer with another student, 
and then ask for volunteers to share their 
responses.

2.	 Arrange the seating in a semicircle if you’re 
engaging in a whole group discussion, or push 
tables together if engaging in small group 
discussions.

3.	 Discourage students who tend to monopolize 
the discussion by:

•	 assigning roles/tasks when in small 
groups.

•	 asking other students if they agree or 
disagree.

•	 acknowledging time constraints.

•	 posing a question and then asking how 
many students have a response to it before 
calling on someone.

4.	 Provide opportunities for students to talk/
share early in the semester so that they feel 
more comfortable during discussions.

5.	 Get large group discussions back on track by 
using statements such as, “We seem to have 
lost sight of our original point.”

	 Evaluate the discussion by asking students to give 
their impressions of the day’s class in writing.

“Interactive Lectures”
	 “Interactive” lectures are those that intentionally
incorporate breaks (or “change-ups”) every 15 to 20 
minutes during which students are actively interacting 
with the material and each other (Nilson 80). Ideas 
that work well include:

•	 Pair and Compare: Students are asked to 
work with a classmate to review and compare 
notes.  This enables students to fill in any gaps 
and process the information.

•	 Periodic Recall: At various intervals in the 
lecture and without their notes, have students 
write down the major points covered up to 
that point.  You could also ask them to jot 
down questions that they have, to “pair and 
compare” their recollections with another 
student, etc.

•	 Case Study or Problem/Issue: Distribute a 
case study or problem that is related to the 
lecture you just gave.  Have students discuss/
solve it in pairs or groups.  Then incorporate 
a whole-group feedback discussion about 
the case discussion or solution for the various 
situations.

	 For more “Change-ups,” see the CTE’s Teaching Tip  
at http://www.lcc.edu/cte/resources/teachingtips/tip2.
aspx.

Engaging Your Students in Learning (continued)

http://www.lcc.edu/cte/resources/teachingtips/tip2.aspx
http://www.lcc.edu/cte/resources/teachingtips/tip2.aspx
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Role Playing
	 Role playing is a learning strategy in which 
students are presented with either a hypothetical or 
real situation, along with a cast of characters for which 
students improvise a script.  To appropriately enact a 
role play, instructors must:

1.	 Provide explicit background information and 
the context of the situation.

2.	 Explain the parameters of the role play.

3.	 Provide sufficient time for students to orient 
themselves to their role.

4.	 Ensure that “observers” of the role play have 
appropriate criteria from which to evaluate the 
interactions.

5.	 Facilitate a discussion about key learning 
outcomes (Lyons et al 115).

Simulations
	 A simulation may be defined as an “interactive 
learning package designed to re-create or mirror a 
larger, more complex situation...” (Pfeiffer 12). Similar 
to a role play, these activities allow students to engage 
in activities that approximate realistic situations.  
Today, there are many simulations available through 
computer-aided instruction (CAI) and/or through multi-
media CD-ROM discs.

Problem-Based Learning
	 Seemingly a cross between a role play and a 
simulation, problem-based learning strategies are 
those designed around real-life problems which can be 
open-ended or ambiguous (Fogarty 2).  These problems 
are typically assigned to teams of students and should 
be very much like the types of situations that they’d 
encounter in their careers.  Problem-based learning 
is another strategy where the instructor facilitates the 
process as it develops through coaching, counseling, 
and directing the students as needed.

Service Learning
	 “Service Learning is a method by which students 
acquire knowledge while working in volunteer, 
community service” (Nilson 108).  It is a form of 
field study and, as such, enables students to deepen 
their learning through actual involvement.  If you are 
interested in adding a service learning component 
to your course, you may wish to contact Elaine 
Pogoncheff at (517) 267-5993 for suggestions and 
the materials to get started.

“Education is the ability to 
listen to almost anything 
without losing your temper.”

–Robert Frost
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Student Presentations/Debates/Panels
	 The commonality in these types of experiential 
learning strategies is that the instructor either assigns 
or allows students to select a topic, position, etc., to 
research. Students then work together to share what 
they’ve discovered via a presentation, weighing the 
pros and cons, or through a discussion made by several 
students who represent various facets of a situation.
	 To enable presenters and their classmates to derive 
the maximum benefit of any of these presentation 
models, faculty need to provide students with:

1.	 The goals and objectives of the assignment.

2.	 A detailed rubric that will be used to evaluate 
the presentation/debate/panel discussion. A 
rubric is a set of “scoring rules.”  “It explains to 
students the criteria against which their work 
will be judged” (Huba and Freed 155).

“The ultimate measure of a man is 
not where he stands in moments of 
comfort and convenience, but where 
he stands at times of challenge and 
controversy.”

–Martin Luther King, Jr
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Evaluation and Assessment
	 Over the last decade, colleges have been under 
intensive scrutiny to prove that students have 
achieved the learning outcomes identified for their 
courses and programs of study.  Aside from the public 
demand, teachers have always been vitally interested 
in determining whether they are effective in their 
teaching.  Until a few years ago, many educators 
considered tests and grades as verification for how well 
students learned what teachers taught.  And while tests 
and grades are still common methods of evaluating 
students’ learning, higher education has moved into 
the “age of assessment.”

	 Many educators use the words evaluate and 
assessment interchangeably, but the two terms have 
different definitions and purposes as noted in the 
comparison.  Evaluation refers to “judging the value 
of evidence based on definite criteria” (Palomba and 
Banta 28) and typically results in a grade.  Assessment, 
as defined by Higher Learning Commission of the 
North Central Association of Colleges and Schools, 
refers to the “systematic collection, examination and 
interpretation of qualitative and quantitative data 
about student learning, and the use of that information 
both to document and improve student learning.”

Evaluation Assessment
1.	 Is focused on the individual student. 1.	 Is focused on an aggregate of students.
2.	 Is done, primarily, to assign grades (although some 

instructors may use results to make changes in the 
curriculum).

2.	 Is done, primarily, to improve student learning.

3.	 Results in a grade that is often used outside the 
college for selection purposes, e.g., whom to hire, 
whom to admit to a course study, etc.

3.	 Results are primarily for the institution’s internal 
use to improve student learning and student 
academic achievement.

Using Classroom Assessment to Improve 
Learning
	 If you are a new faculty member, a faculty 
member teaching a new subject, or a veteran faculty 
member teaching a topic that has historically been 
difficult for students, you may want to consider using 
an assessment tool to see how you’re/they’re doing – 
before test day! One such method is called classroom 
assessment, “an approach designed to help teachers 
find out what students are learning in the classroom 
and how well they are learning it” (Angelo, Thomas 
and Patricia K. Cross 4). In their book, Classroom 
Assessment Techniques, Cross and Angelo have brought 

together 50 different techniques, which vary in the 
amount of time and effort required of the faculty 
member to implement them. Over the years, some 
have become very popular with faculty because they 
require little time to use and are easy to analyze, as 
well as effective in showing how well students are 
learning. Descriptions of a few of these techniques 
follow. Copies of this book can be checked out in both 
the CTE library and the LCC library if you would like 
to learn more about classroom assessment techniques. 
Also, see the self-paced online workshop, “Early 
Semester Student Feedback” at http://www.lcc.edu/
cte/resources/self_paced/early_student_feedback/, for 

The comparison below distinguishes the two concepts:

http://www.lcc.edu/cte/resources/self_paced/early_student_feedback/
http://www.lcc.edu/cte/resources/self_paced/early_student_feedback/
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more assessment methods.
Note: Whatever assessment technique is 
used, it is critical that the instructor “close 
the loop” by following up with the students 
during the next class session. If part of this 
“loop” is missing, students will not respond 
thoughtfully to other assessment techniques.

The Minute Paper
	 This Classroom Assessment Technique (CAT) is by 
far the most popular and widely used. Taking no more 
than a few minutes, students are asked to respond 
anonymously to two questions.

1.	 What are the 2 (3, 4. 5. . .) most significant 
(useful, surprising, disturbing. . . ) things 
you’ve learned in this session?

2.	 What question(s) remains uppermost in your 
mind?

	 Having collected this information from students, 
the instructor should compile the results and share 
any trends with his/her students. If done at the 
beginning of the next class session, it provides a nice 
refresher before introducing new material, as well 
as the opportunity to answer questions and clarify 
misunderstandings.

The “Muddiest” Point
	 Although a powerful tool, you’ll want to utilize this 
CAT judiciously. Focusing on what’s not understood is 
a negative spin and can be perceived as discouraging 
if used too often. The technique consists of one basic 
question:

•	 What has been the “muddiest” point or what 
topic remains unclear to you?

	 As with the Minute Paper, you should use the 
beginning of the next class to address these issues/

questions before moving on.

One-Sentence Summary
	 This CAT asks students to use the framework 
of one sentence to summarize/synthesize particular 
amounts of material into one sentence. As with the 
other two techniques, summaries can be reviewed for 
accuracy and erroneous thinking can be corrected at 
the beginning of the next class.

Testing
	 “If they are used in a supportive, nonthreatening 
manner, tests can help students assess what they 
know and help the teacher know what the students 
have successfully learned” (Stark and Lattuca 261). 
Nevertheless, testing rarely seems nonthreatening, 
and often creates anxiety in both faculty and students. 
Students worry about test grades and “suffer when 
tests are punitive, vague, disconnected to the material, 
or capricious” (Lyons et al 127); faculty members may 
be concerned that (poor) test scores are a reflection 
of their teaching. All-in-all, an “effective examination” 
should be a learning, as well as an evaluative, 
experience. It should serve as a thorough review of the 
content emphasized, enabling students to deepen their 
mastery of the concepts included” (Lyons et al 129).

Tips for Test Creation/Construction
	 Before reviewing some specific tips on test 
construction, a few general pointers are covered:

1.	 Test construction takes considerable time.

2.	 Base test items on the learning outcomes in 
your syllabus and on what you want students 
to retain and transfer.

3.	 Writing a valid, reliable, and balanced test is 
essential. A test is valid if it measures what 
it’s supposed to measure. Reliability refers to 

(Continued on next page)
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attaining accurate and consistent measures 
of students’ performance over time. Balance 
is a concept relating to test-item construction 
being proportional to the emphasis the topic 
received in class.

4.	 To meet the needs of all learners, use a 
variety of question types, e.g., multiple choice, 
matching, fill-in-the-blank, essay, etc.

Some Finer Points of Test Construction
	 With these broad test-construction tips in mind, 
we’ll turn to some finer points of test development 
below:

1.	 Consider how much time (typical) students will 
need to take the test.  The guidelines below 
will assist in that determination.  Plan for:

•	 30 seconds per true/false item

•	 1 minute per multiple choice item

•	 2 minutes per short answer item

•	 10-15 minutes for essay questions

•	 10-15 minutes for students to review 
their work

•	 OR, allow three times as long as it takes 
you to take the test 

2.	 Select/write items that at least 50 to 70% 
of the students can correctly answer, or are 
of average difficulty. You may not be able to 
make this determination until students have 
taken the test and you’ve performed an item 
analysis of how many students responded 
correctly/incorrectly to each question. If over 
70% of the students fail a particular test item, 
some instructors opt to “throw out” that item 
and not count it towards a test score, or they 
count it as extra credit to acknowledge the 

effort of the students who answered correctly.

3.	 Assemble a professional-looking examination 
by keeping all portions of a test item together, 
i.e., keep the question stem and the various 
response options on one page. 

4.	 Leave the appropriate amount of space for 
each item to be answered – too much space 
can mislead the student into thinking a longer 
response is required. 

Tips for Specific Types of Test Questions
	 Following are some good practices for creating 
various types of test/exam questions. You will find more 
in-depth help by going to the CTE’s self-paced online 
workshop entitled, “Testing Techniques” at http://lcc.
edu/cte/resources/self_paced/testing_techniques/

When writing multiple-choice questions:
1.	 Use positively stated stems.  When using 

negatives such as not or never, underline or 
bold the print.

2.	 Attempt to keep response options 
homogeneous and nearly equal in length.

3.	 Place the blank space at the end of the stem 
versus the beginning or middle when using 
incomplete statements. (Placing it in the 
middle may require the student to spend an 
inordinate amount of time re-reading the 
statement.)

When using short answer and essay questions:
1.	 Indicate the number of points each question is 

worth.

2.	 Be as specific as possible in terms of what is 
being asked. For example, instead of stating 
“Describe asthma,” state “Describe asthma 
and include in your response the etiology 

http://lcc.edu/cte/resources/self_paced/testing_techniques/
http://lcc.edu/cte/resources/self_paced/testing_techniques/
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signs, symptoms, and treatment.”

3.	 Be sure to allot the appropriate space to write.

In regard to matching items:
1.	 Keep items homogeneous.

2.	 Put dates in chronological order.

3.	 Include clear directions, such as whether or 
not an item may be used more than once.

For true/false questions:
1.	 Keep the true and false items the same length.

2.	 Consider asking students to write their 
reasoning for each true or false response.

Tips for Administering the Test
1.	 Let students know in advance of the test day 

if they can or can’t use any crib sheets, books, 
etc., during the test. (Research indicates that 
students do not necessarily perform better 
with  crib sheets, notes, etc.)

2.	 Be present without hovering, but do not leave 
the room.

3.	 Administer the test to yourself. If you find 
typos and/or have any changes to the test, 
announce them at the onset, and write them 
on the board. Better yet, correct them prior to 
Xeroxing/administering the test.

Tips on Returning Tests and Giving Students 
Feedback

1.	 Return tests/exams promptly, i.e., within one 
week. If this is not possible, post a corrected 
copy immediately after the test is completed 
by all students. This is especially critical to the 
novice learner.

2.	 To ensure confidentiality, when you return 

tests, make sure the score is not showing. 
Either turn the test over, or put the score on 
the last page.

3.	 If you don’t allow students to keep their 
exams, make sure there’s a way they can 
review their tests (i.e., during office hours).

4.	 Do not respond to specific questions regarding 
the details of an individual student’s answer in 
class. State at the onset of class that you will 
only discuss individual answers in your office 
or individually after class.

5.	 Consider having students prepare their case in 
writing if they want you to award credit for a 
question.

	 For many more ideas and suggestions on testing, 
see the CTE’s self-paced online workshop at http://
www.lcc.edu/cte/resources/self_paced/testing_
techniques/ and the CTE’s Teaching Tips at http://www.
lcc.edu/cte/resources/teachingtips/

http://lcc.edu/cte/resources/self_paced/testing_techniques/
http://lcc.edu/cte/resources/self_paced/testing_techniques/
http://lcc.edu/cte/resources/self_paced/testing_techniques/
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Bringing Your Course to Successful Closure
	 As the end of a semester approaches, signs of
exhaustion and loss of momentum often begin to
appear.  You may notice that some of your students
begin to:

•	 be tardy or miss class altogether.

•	 submit assignments late and/or below their 
typical standard.

•	 act disengaged or disinterested in class 
discussions.

•	 lose spontaneity and their sense of humor. 
(Lyons et al. 158-59).

	 The key to managing “end-of-the-semester blahs” 
is to retain your sense of humor and commitment to 
the class. Additionally, this is surely the time to employ 
as much small group work and active learning as 
possible!

Suggestions for the Final Class Session
	 Endings are as important as beginnings.  The 
thought and energy put into creating a great first 
impression should also be reserved for the “final” 
impression about you and the course.  While there are 
numerous course-related and administrative tasks to 
complete, such as instructor evaluations, final exams 
or final projects, etc., it is a good idea to schedule 
some time for bringing positive closure to the course. If 
you are able to do so, you might consider some of the 
following activities:

•	 Hold a debriefing session where students 
provide feedback on the course. If you have 
been conducting a variety of classroom 
assessment techniques, you may have already 
received a great deal of advice on ways to 
improve the course. If not, you could use 

this time to ask students what they would 
recommend to improve the course.

•	 Share what you’ve learned about the subject 
matter from your students!

•	 Provide self-addressed envelopes and ask your 
students to write you a note in a few months 
telling you one thing they learned and have 
actually applied.

•	 Ask students to write a letter to someone who 
will take the course, giving them advice on 
how best to succeed in the course. Share these 
recommendations with subsequent classes.

	 Share with your students how much you’ve 
valued their participation in the class, their efforts, 
and how much they seem to have learned. Finally, as 
students leave, be sure to say good-bye to each. All 
of us remember those teachers who went the extra 
mile. Making the last class sessions memorable will 
more likely make you one of those memorable faculty 
members! For more information on course closure, see 
our Teaching Tip, “Ending on a High Note” at http://
www.lcc.edu/cte/resources/teachingtips/high_note.
aspx.

http://www.lcc.edu/cte/resources/teachingtips/high_note.aspx
http://www.lcc.edu/cte/resources/teachingtips/high_note.aspx
http://www.lcc.edu/cte/resources/teachingtips/high_note.aspx
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