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For my fellow educators: 


    Thank you for your tireless commitment to this noble profession. I am grateful for the energy and expertise you bring to your craft, enriching students’ lives and advancing the field of education every day.
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    ​Introduction


    Hello, fellow educators! We are in this together, a community of passionate professionals dedicated to the academic and emotional growth of our students. Each day, we bring knowledge and experience to the classroom. Collaboration, communication, and flexibility are the tools of our trade. However, we can also become creatures of habit, relying on the same activities and teaching strategies year after year. Our profession must evolve alongside new technology, updated research, and a changing world. We need effective instructional strategies that keep classroom learning exciting and fresh. We need an active learning revolution.


    Public school cla​ssrooms often suffer from an overreliance on lecture-based instruction, rote memorization tasks, and busywork. Unfortunately, these approaches have become synonymous with teaching. If you don’t believe me, turn on any movie or television program about a school, and you are likely to see a teacher lecturing or calling on a single student while the rest of the class sits passively.


    The following chapters will explore the differences between passive and active learning. Although students benefit greatly from active engagement, passive learning remains the norm in schools. Even when we know there is a better way, initiating change can be difficult. This book offers the tools you need, including fifty specific strategies that support active engagement for students of all ages and abilities.


    Excellent teaching is infectious. Start small by implementing a few active learning strategies in your classroom. Adapt them as needed to fit the needs of your students and the content you teach. Once you become comfortable with your new strategies, share them with colleagues at your school. Little by little, we can shift the paradigm until active learning becomes the standard in our schools.


    


    What’s In It For You?


    If you are a teacher, your free time is limited or altogether non-existent. You spend your workdays wearing many hats, serving as a teacher, mentor, counselor, and motivator. Somehow, you find time to grade assignments, communicate with parents, and complete various extra duties assigned by administrators. Any spare minutes are filled with lesson planning, attending professional development, and shopping for instructional materials you personally provide to students. Since you have found time to read this book, I want to make it count by providing a practical experience.


    You chose the teaching profession for a reason. Perhaps you have a talent for inspiring and challenging young minds. Maybe you enjoyed school as a child and decided to follow in the footsteps of a favorite teacher. If you pursued teaching for fame and fortune, I fear you were misled along the way. You are about as likely to encounter Bigfoot or the Loch Ness Monster as you are a rich and famous educator. This is how we know teachers choose this field for the right reasons—you work tirelessly for a humble salary because you love what you do.


    Back to the initial question: what’s in it for you? Veteran teachers will discover fresh ideas to add to their repertoire and energize their lessons. New teachers will find essential information to start their careers off right. Administrators will explore great strategies to share with their faculties. All readers will have opportunities to consider new perspectives on teaching and feel empowered to offer something innovative and exciting to students.


    Ideas for All Educators


    The word “teacher” is used frequently throughout this book. Most of the strategies and supporting research we explore are related to K–12 instruction; however, the ideas and activities apply to many practitioners. For our purposes, the term educator refers to anyone charged with teaching new skills to others. Educators include, but are not limited to, classroom teachers, paraprofessionals, family members, school administrators, therapists, and college faculty.


    


    The ideas shared in this book will also help you engage adult learners. I have used each of these strategies with adult audiences, offering active learning experiences at school-based professional development sessions, regional workshops, and international conferences. Audience members have included general educators, special educators, career and technical education instructors, pre-service teachers, administrators, parent groups, researchers, job coaches, and transition specialists. I even led professional development sessions for a team of bank executives and federal bankruptcy judges. Guess what? They were captivated by these active learning strategies, too! Regardless of your audience’s age, engagement remains crucial: if your students are not actively involved in the lesson, they are less likely to learn and retain the information. Adults want engaging learning experiences, too!


    (Re)Discover the Joy of Teaching


    We have acknowledged that teaching is not a pathway to riches. You probably chose this profession because certain aspects of it bring you happiness—you love building relationships, inspiring a passion for learning, and making a difference in the lives of others. However, it can be easy to lose sight of this joy as it becomes buried beneath stacks of paperwork and hours of added responsibilities. If you love going to work each day, then keep doing what you’re doing. If you need an injection of excitement, the ideas in this book will help.


    We will explore instructional strategies designed to make learning both engaging and effective. I’ll let you in on a little secret: educators can have fun, too. If you enjoy a lesson, there’s a good chance your enthusiasm will be contagious and your students will share in the excitement. Before you know it, your lesson will have flown by because you and your students will be immersed in an interactive learning experience. This means quality instruction for them and added satisfaction for you.


    


    Research to Practice


    Scholars around the world devote their careers to researching effective teaching practices. Any educator with enough time could spend hours reading journals to learn about the latest trends in the field. But that’s just it—most teachers do not have the time. Even if you find a few extra evening or weekend hours, the last thing you want to do is stare at a computer screen or sift through thick stacks of journal articles. And yet, the information in these articles can help us all become more effective at our craft.


    There is a gap between research and practice in the field of education. In other words, we often struggle to implement the instructional practices that contemporary research has shown to be effective. While this book will not singlehandedly close the research-to-practice gap, it will help individual readers by presenting research-based ideas clearly and practically. We will begin by laying a foundation for why active learning is essential and how it can be accomplished. The later chapters focus on practical teaching strategies you can implement immediately.


    Face-to-Face or Virtual Instruction


    The field of education has experienced unprecedented change in recent years. As educators, we have been forced to reconsider how we practice our craft. Face-to-face classrooms were shut down for a time, and we learned how to provide quality instruction using technology. While schools have since resumed face-to-face instruction, virtual learning will never completely disappear.


    Regardless of your current or future teaching situation, this book has you covered. Most of the strategies presented here can be used in both face-to-face and virtual environments. For best results in a virtual setting, you will need your students to be on camera so you can see and hear their responses. Instructional activities involving pinch cards, gestures, and whiteboards also work well in hybrid situations where some learners are physically in the room while others participate on camera. As you review the various activities, note which ones will work best for your teaching environment.


    


    Proceeding Through This Book


    Being an educator is rarely a linear experience. There is no definitive script to follow, and our days seldom go as planned. With so many responsibilities in our day-to-day work, we must grant ourselves the flexibility to adapt as needed. The same applies to this book. If you have the time to proceed through it in sequence, I hope you find the content presented in a logical order. If you are seeking a new instructional strategy for your next lesson, feel free to skip ahead to the activities in the later chapters.


    Think of these chapters as a playbook for active learning in your classroom. A successful football coach does not script out all the team’s plays in advance; the flow of the game dictates which plays are used. Allow yourself the same flexibility to choose teaching strategies based on the flow of your lessons.


    For readers who wish to experience the book as a whole, we will explore the why, what, and how of providing active learning opportunities for our diverse learners. Chapter 1 focuses on our students and the strengths, experiences, and needs that make them unique. Understanding the factors that contribute to such diversity will provide insight into why we must offer a variety of instructional activities. Chapter 2 examines what active learning looks like, emphasizing that a diverse student body requires a universal approach to lesson planning that benefits all learners. Subsequent chapters present specific instructional activities for you to consider.


    Why Do We Need a Revolution?


    Classroom instruction can easily become stagnant. Well-meaning educators often cling to outdated practices like lectures and worksheets. Many of us were taught that way and turned out fine, but that reasoning is no longer sufficient. We must continue to evolve the field of education. Worksheets do not inspire children to learn, and lectures do not allow students to immerse themselves in learning activities or make meaningful connections to content. Great teachers encourage students to connect with content. When such educators are the exception rather than the norm, a revolution is needed. We are talking about a transformative shift in instructional practices that actively engages all students.


    By now, you should have a clear understanding of how this book will support your instructional practices. The common theme is versatility. We will explore strategies that apply to various job roles and can be infused into instruction across any grade level or content area. Before diving into specific activities, it is important to lay a foundation for why a broad collection of instructional strategies is necessary. In the next chapter, we will examine the factors that contribute to the great diversity among our learners.
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    ​Engaging Instruction for Diverse Learners


    

  


  
    ​Chapter One


    ​Our Diverse Learners


    Every learner embodies a unique combination of personality, strengths, interests, and background knowledge. Students also differ in what motivates them, how they absorb new information, and how they best demonstrate mastery. Such diversity makes a one-size-fits-all approach to teaching ineffective. Recognizing this diversity allows us to plan meaningful learning experiences for all.


    It is all too easy to create lessons that benefit some learners more than others. If we focus primarily on challenging our highest-achieving students, we risk leaving our struggling learners behind. Conversely, if we dedicate most of our time and resources to struggling learners, higher-achieving students may feel unchallenged. We must also avoid teaching to the middle by planning instructional activities aimed solely at “average” students (an idea we will revisit later). Teaching to the middle may seem like a solid approach, as it targets the largest group, but education should not be driven by a majority-rules mentality. We must provide quality educational experiences for every student who passes through our doors.


    Our role is to communicate academic content in ways students can receive, understand, and apply. It is essential to consider what we teach, who we teach, and how we teach. Before exploring instructional strategies that engage diverse groups of learners, we must first examine the factors that contribute to this diversity.


    


    Lessons from the Military


    In his book, The End of Average (2016), Todd Rose recounts the United States Air Force’s quest to identify the average pilot. During the 1940s, the Air Force was experiencing an alarming number of crashes. Subsequent studies found that, in many cases, neither pilot error nor mechanical malfunction were to blame. What was leading to such a high incidence of crashes? One theory suggested that the cockpits were not designed to properly fit the pilots, resulting in reduced abilities to control the planes.


    A decade later, U.S. military researchers worked to identify average measurements of Air Force pilots, with the goal of designing cockpits that would be optimal for all pilots. The researchers measured a range of dimensions, including height, waist size, chest circumference, and arm length. The military began building cockpits that would accommodate the average of each dimension. Unfortunately, the cockpits that were created around these average dimensions were not suitable for any of the aviators. Out of the thousands of pilots in the United States military, zero individuals fit the average measurements.


    The Myth of the Average Student


    What do 20th-century fighter pilots have to do with 21st-century classroom instruction? Simply put, the Air Force’s failed cockpit engineering teaches us that the idea of an average person is a myth. Our students each possess varying levels of working memory, processing speed, abstract reasoning, and background knowledge. This is why designing instruction based solely on averages is not ideal for any real student.


    Unfortunately, the myth of the average student continues to permeate the field of education. Standardized tests are a clear example of this mindset in action. This book will focus on practical ideas and strategies you can implement to improve instruction and learning. Rather than comparing our learners to a mythical average student, we must explore alternative ways to recognize and support each learner’s unique blend of skills and experiences.


    


    Learning Styles vs. Pluralized Teaching


    The idea of learning styles is frequently discussed in education. If we believe, for example, that a particular student is a visual learner, it might seem logical to offer new content through videos, graphic organizers, and similar tools. Likewise, auditory learners would appear to benefit from lecture-style lessons, while kinesthetic learners might thrive with hands-on activities.


    However, there is no empirical support for the theory of learning styles. In a 2020 study, Rogowsky, Calhoun, and Talla found that most students surveyed did not have a preferred learning style. Moreover, students who did identify a preferred learning style did not achieve better learning outcomes when taught exclusively through that style. A similar study noted that contemporary literature reviews have consistently failed to find evidence supporting the existence of learning styles (Willingham et al., 2015). Nevertheless, many educators continue to design instruction based on this theory (Howard-Jones, 2014). If you have created lessons around perceived learning styles, don’t worry. Let’s explore how your efforts can still be put to good use.


    If teaching to specific learning styles is ineffective, how should we approach lesson design for diverse learners? One idea involves pluralizing our teaching (Gardner, 2011; Strauss, 2013). Rather than grouping students by perceived learning styles and instructing each group accordingly, we should present content in multiple ways to all students. Teaching in multiple ways allows students to interact with content more frequently and in a variety of activities and contexts. The wide array of instructional strategies in this book will support your efforts to pluralize teaching.


    Jagged Learning Profile


    Todd Rose, a professor at Harvard, has warned us about the dangers of teaching to the mythical average student, explaining that each learner has a jagged learning profile (2016). The jagged learning profile describes how individuals possess a variety of relative strengths. We are cautioned against labeling a child as gifted, average, unmotivated, low-functioning, or weak based on ability in a single area.


    


    The jagged learning profile explains why a student may excel in some areas while struggling in others. For example, you may know someone who has a particularly strong short-term memory but requires considerable support with comprehension and reasoning. Figure 1.1 illustrates what a jagged learning profile might look like for an individual learner. As a former special education teacher, I have known countless students who were considered below average based on standardized reading and math assessments. Yet every one of those individuals excelled in multiple other areas. In later chapters, we will explore a range of instructional strategies designed to address this diversity among our learners.


    Figure 1.1. Example of a Student’s Jagged Learning Profile
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    Factors Contributing to Diversity


    It would be impossible to account for every factor that makes a student unique. Culture, religion, race, ethnicity, gender identity, sexual orientation, and many other elements all contribute to the individuality of each learner. In this book, we will focus on three specific factors that impact a student’s ability to engage in lessons and learn new content: disability, language, and background knowledge. It is important to recognize that disability, limited English proficiency, and gaps in background knowledge are not learner flaws but individual differences we can address through effective instructional design. The later chapters of this book offer many strategies to help mitigate barriers related to these factors.


    Disability


    Supporting students with disabilities is not a responsibility reserved for special education teachers; it is the duty of all educators. We must also recognize that special education is not meant to refer to a specific, segregated instructional setting. Instead, it should be viewed as a continuum of accommodations and services that provide students with disabilities fair learning opportunities.


    Approximately 15% of public school students in the United States have been identified as having one or more disabilities that impact learning (National Center for Education Statistics, 2022). Learners with disabilities often require specialized support to make progress in the curriculum (Yudin & Musgrove, 2015). Students with individualized education programs (IEPs) or 504 plans receive accommodations that offer equitable learning opportunities. In the next chapter, we will explore strategies for designing instruction that is immediately accessible to all learners, including those with physical, intellectual, or learning disabilities.


    Language


    Another factor contributing to diversity among students is native language. The National Center for Education Statistics (2022) reported that 5 million students are identified as English language learners—individuals whose native language is not English. Research indicates that the number of English language learners in American public schools will continue to grow (Ardasheva et al., 2012). This trend suggests that we will likely encounter students who are not fluent English speakers throughout our careers.


    When learning depends on the ability to fluently speak, read, write, and comprehend lessons in English, students who are not proficient will naturally struggle. With so many native languages represented among students, it is not feasible for teachers to be appropriately multilingual. Placing English language learners in separate classrooms would create barriers similar to those faced by students with disabilities in self-contained environments. The key is for educators to design learning activities that are accessible to all. Later in this book, we will explore instructional strategies that allow every student to engage actively in lessons without requiring fluency in English.


    Background Knowledge


    Background knowledge refers to a learner’s existing information about a particular topic. We acquire background knowledge from various sources, including books we read, places we visit, and the media we consume. Students may also bring background knowledge from content learned in other classes. It is easier to learn and retain new information when it connects to existing knowledge.


    Students will inevitably have varying levels of background knowledge on a given topic. For example, if you are planning a lesson on the monuments and memorials in Washington, D.C., you might begin by asking students
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