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  Introduction

Dr. Shane Dixon


It was in the winter of 2020, just a few months before the pandemic would wreak havoc on the world. Strangely enough, I was only about six hundred miles west of Wuhan, which we now recognize, with post-pandemic eyes anyway, as the epicenter of the global coronavirus crisis. 
I was in Chengdu, China, standing in a fancy western-style hotel room. It was replete with mahogany-stained furniture, framed prints of large Van Goghs, and a waterfall shower. I leaned toward my 12th story window and looked out across the Sichuan university campus. Down below in the student plaza, next to giant lotus flowers, I saw a dozen elderly professors performing tai chi, their breath visible in the brisk morning air. A flock of birds elevated over now empty ping pong tables, which by afternoon, I knew would be filled with hundreds of would-be competitors. I saw the bustle of students rushing to breakfast before they attended their first morning class. 
For a moment, I admit, I got nervous. I always did. In a few hours, I would be training a department full of teachers about one simple topic. It is a topic I never grew tired of, and one that I had found was, surprisingly, seldom discussed in academic circles. My theme, put in inelegant if not downright offensive terms, was this: Why do so many teachers stink at being teachers? Put more delicately, the question was this: What is it that prevents us from being our best? 
My teacher training career took off in 2015 after I launched a series of online teacher training courses at Arizona State University. The courses went viral, reaching now well over a half million prospective teachers from over 190 different countries. Within the next few years, I would be invited to train teachers from Mexico, Peru, Jordan, Lebanon, Korea, Vietnam, Colombia, Paraguay, and China. I boarded planes, took taxis, and carried around boxes of books wrapped in too much packing tape. I admit, it was both a thrilling experience and one that made me constantly reflect on the phrase, “imposter syndrome.” 
You see, there is an inherent arrogance associated with teacher training and teacher trainers, and I was personally aware of dozens of professional development workshops wherein trainers stood up at a lectern without knowing the audience at all. Once in front of an audience, they would have the audacity of giving platitudinous answers to questions teachers never asked. Teacher trainers like this reminded me of that snobby parent that tells you how to be a good parent when he sees you struggling with your difficult toddler.
“You know, what I used to do...” 
Ugh. I hate that guy.
So, aware of the potential for me to preach to an already exhausted and misunderstood crowd, I spent most of my time doing what Walt Whitman suggested halfway through his famous, “Song of Myself.” He states:
Now I will do nothing but listen
To accrue what I hear in song,
To let sounds contribute towards it.
. . .
I hear the sound I love,
The sound of the human voice,
I hear all sounds running together …Walt Whitman, “Song of Myself,” section 26

What I love about Whitman’s sentiment is that he recognized that his best poetry would come only first by listening. For me, it is a reminder that, as a teacher trainer, I do not prescribe anything without knowing the teachers I instruct, and only if the advice I am giving is desired and required. With that in mind, instead of starting training workshops based on my assumptions of teacher needs, I started most workshops by first identifying pain points. 
Now, please do not misunderstand, this is nothing novel. Most trainers follow some basic adherence to the ADDIE model of instruction (ADDIE stands for analyze, design, develop, implement, and evaluate), and so it is quite common in my field to create a needs analysis to determine what shape the training might take for clients and trainees. What was so novel was not anything I did, but the fact that in every case, in every country, in every organization (high school or university), the answers I got back were not only similar, but they were identical. That was something I simply did not expect. How is it possible that the teachers in the Za’atari Refugee Camps bordering the Syrian border were facing the same struggles as teachers from Lima, Peru, or even the teachers in Phoenix, Arizona? 

Diverse Teachers Have a Lack of Diversity?
Let’s get to the answers. You should know that teachers around the world all have, in my view, what I call a shared “heart.” I am happy to report that teachers everywhere, with a few exceptions, wish to have influence beyond a monetary one. Additionally, teachers all want students and administrators to care just as much as they do (which, to be honest, is a tall task, because teachers care a lot). Without fail, teachers feel undervalued, underpaid, and understaffed...and a little bit unseen. You see, teachers often feel as if they are castaways on far off desert islands, constantly sending out messages in a bottle. The messages may vary in specifics, but in the end, each message boils down to the same simple word: “help!” 
Ask any teacher what they might purchase or otherwise obtain to be successful, and you will discover a lengthy laundry list. Teachers are constantly clamoring for resources to take their classroom from the perceived dark ages of the stark present to the golden ages of a utopian future.
These similarities among such disparate groups may or may not surprise you as much as they did me. As I hopped from country to country, no matter how different the country was, the same teacher story emerged. However, what surprised me even more is another detail that I uncovered. Most teachers, regardless of their years of culture, education, location, gender, first language, access to resources, or any other factor, have yet another thing in common: their style of delivery. Despite years of active learning seminars and teacher training events held throughout the world, teachers still teach the same...including those with masters or PhDs in education. 
Let me explain why this is so shocking to me. In the 1980s and 90s, many educational training programs devoted billions of dollars to “active learning programs.” There was a fervor and energy about these programs that suggested that teachers would finally get the resources and techniques they need to be successful. There were discussions of flipped classrooms replete with group and pair work, portfolios, experiential learning, and more. These very same programs then morphed into the dynamic, tech-infused “adaptive learning” craze of the 2000s and beyond. All these models pointed to student-centered, collaborative learning models that would revolutionize the way we teach. However, the truth of the matter is, despite painstaking planning, overt instruction, and thousands of conferences around the world with titles such as “The Future of Learning is Now,” we still pretty much, well, give lectures. That is just what teachers do. We simply cannot get away from our box. Whether in Japan or Germany, Vietnam or Egypt, New York, or Los Angeles, giving lectures simply feels comfortable to us. 
Let me bring my message home before we move on just so you can mull over its implications. My colleagues and I have spent thousands of hours moving about the world, training on the newest innovations, techniques, and advantages that education has to offer, to the tune of billions of dollars allocated by governments, businesses, and schools, and in all my teacher training experience, the number one discovery I have is...that none of it works. We teachers just do not change. We will not give up our true blue, dyed in the wool technique of getting up and talking too much. Trust me, I include myself in this formal accusation, and you will see in Chapter 8 one of the ironies for teacher trainers is that we ask teachers to model, but then we fail to provide models for teachers ourselves. We ask teachers to do guided practice, and then we ourselves as teacher trainers get up and talk during our own presentations about guided practice. 
In short, like Linus with his iconic blue blanket, we are unlikely to let go of our favorite comfort tool. Regardless of evidence, training, and wide agreement in academic circles to the efficacy of more active-style techniques, we just will not change. 

Why Teacher Training Does Not Work (and What We Might Do About It)
But if research and education techniques have improved so much, why isn’t our efforts to train working? Why is it that most training fails? A couple of easy answers may have already come to your mind. For many teachers, giving the stage up to students is scary. Most of us prefer to have the mic rather than give the mic to an unknown group of singers. Furthermore, what if, in our efforts to make active learning part of our classrooms, students answer incorrectly? What if they do not know or don’t care when asked questions? What if they stare at you blankly and simply wait for you to move on? The prospects are terrifying. 
A second reason teachers do not and won’t change? Teachers universally feel that turning control of the classroom over to students necessarily means that certain material will not be covered. For many teachers, having students collaborate or discuss is code for “going too slow.” 
And let’s not forget yet another reason. Teachers like the stage because it represents a chance to share our thoughts. To quote from a fictitious (and rapping) General George Washington in the musical Hamilton, “I wanna talk about what I have learned/the hard-won wisdom I have earned.” Like Washington, we teachers want to talk because we earned our ideas and our knowledge. It is only natural to want to speak. We are the ones that know things, after all (and since we prepared all the questions and answers on the quiz, it is not surprising that we want to chime in with the answers as well). Have students struggled to learn stuff? Nah... let’s move on.
The combined effect of these attitudes represents one of my key takeaways when it comes to the teacher trainings I attended. Teachers, when taught to engage in active learning methods, are a group that I would call (almost universally) “training resistant.” 
One last reason, however, exists, for teacher resistance, and this one has nothing to do with active learning methods. It has to do with teacher training as a whole. Strangely enough, in my experience as a teacher trainer, it is the veteran teachers who are most likely to be resistant to good teaching techniques. How could that be? Shouldn’t they be the ones most likely to see professional development as a chance to hone their skills, improve their craft, and engage in high level discussions about high level techniques? The answer to that is far too often a resounding “no.” 
Teacher resistance, in fact, often increases with increased exposure, not unlike how mosquitoes become resistant to crop dusting. Teachers who survive through one training become resistant and even impatient as they see that, especially without feedback loops or accountability measures, much of the training is the same old thing, just with different titles. You come, you get a free “stress ball,” perhaps a pen with the name of the conference on it, and if you are lucky, you get a lunch paid for by the school. And then? Well, then you go home. See you next year. Over time, the message of teacher training feels monotonous and ineffectual. Eventually, you become immune. I can usually spot the victims easily. They mull around in the back and sit at tables near a door. They are often quiet (especially the men who, in my estimation, hide their jaded feelings more poorly than women). While they are solitary creatures, they might sit with a friend or two as a way of releasing tension by griping. One speaks.
1: Are you staying for the whole thing?
2: Heck, I hope not. Maybe we can skip out early. 
1: Cool. Let’s meet at Applebee’s. 
[fist bump] 
Do you relate? You may have, in fact, been there yourself. You find that seat in the back, sport that automatic, stoic look on your face, and sink into your chair with the slightly slouched posture of an apathetic teen. You know that posture, right? It is the one that you recognize from your own students. 

How Is This Book Any Different?
Anyone notice that a story about teacher resistance to training might be an ironic way of introducing a teacher training book? 
Hey, teacher training does not work...so read this book about teacher training!
The reason this is such a relevant point, however, is that only by recognizing that teachers are resistant to training, can we recognize what to do about it. Teachers are not always resistant to training. We are resistant to a certain type of training. To review: 
	Teachers are busy and do not like their time wasted.

	Teachers (like all learners) do not respond to compelled training.

	Teachers do not respond to training unless they connect it to their immediate circumstance.



Now let’s convert these attributes to the positive: 
	Teachers prefer training on-the-go.

	Teachers use resources that invite, persuade, and stimulate the inventive mind.

	Teachers need material that is immediately useful in their current circumstances.



Now let’s discuss the structure of this book, which I am sure you have guessed, addresses some of these teacher needs. First, you should note that we present fundamental skills, and then give you a series of activities that will help you master those skills. 
	Skills refer to overarching principles or concepts that promote a wide range of outcomes, including improved cognitive reasoning, increased motivation, and greater learning outcomes. The fundamental skills addressed in this book are linked to the pedagogical approach of active learning, meaning that the skills promoted are those that lead to a more active teaching approach. This book presents these skills as overarching goals to improve and simplify the life of a teacher. They are meant to help remind teachers and set them in a proper direction. When you see “skill” think of a target or a principle that can orient you in the proper direction. 

	Activities refer to planned, structured, or purposeful tasks or exercises that reinforce a principle or skill. Considering this book, an activity refers to a specific task that engages students to actively engage in the learning process. Activities in this book are presented as exciting examples of how to perform certain elements of a lesson plan. They are meant to encourage a teacher who is “stuck” or otherwise interested in a creative boost. 



Overall, this book represents an effort to create a just-in-time resource. For those of you unfamiliar with the term, it bears some explanation. Just-in-time instruction (see, for example, Brandenburg & Ellinger, 2003; O’Donnell, 2017) refers to an entire suite of resources (sometimes referred to as reuseable learning objects) that are made available precisely when people need them. YouTube presents the largest reservoir of JIT resources ever made available to the human world. Your refrigerator stops running? There is a video for that. Your key gets jammed in the door? There is a video for that, too. YouTube has turned once good-for-nothing non-mechanical husbands such as myself into investigative, curious, learners that have solved problems and gotten the chance to brag to their wives (honey, I fixed it!). 
Now, no one goes looking for a video on how to fix an LG refrigerator until, well, they need to fix an LG refrigerator. In similar fashion, this book was created so that, when you find you are in need, you’ll find that this is a resource worthy of your perusal. 
Don’t know how to start your class tomorrow? There is an entire section on anticipatory sets that can remind you of the many possibilities and strategies available to you. Working on asking better questions or checking for student understanding? There is a chapter on that, too. Can’t figure out how to get those pesky learning objectives to be solid enough that they impress your administrator? Yes, we have a chapter for that, too. As you are evaluated by your admin team, or as you evaluate your own lesson plans and teaching methods, consider this book to be a way to summon your own creative ideas to the forefront of your brain. 
	This book will help you review and enhance your lesson plan the night before you are being observed by your evaluator. 

	This book will help you when you have a difficult student, and you want to prepare something just for him or her.

	This book will help you when you forget how to teach. It is a strange thing to have taught for years and still get stuck...but it happens to all of us. This book is intended to help free your brain and allow you to get “unstuck.” 



As you design your lesson plans, consider what it is you want to improve... is it the objective itself that needs to be refined? Is it the way you begin the class that could use some sprucing up? Maybe you WANT to avoid lecturing but simply can’t remember all those active learning techniques from all those summer conferences? Whatever it might be, this book is written so that you can remember old techniques, review new techniques, and refine your skills. 

      [image: image-placeholder]Brandenburg, D. C., & Ellinger, A. D. (2003). The future: Just-in-time learning expectations and potential implications for human resource development. Advances in Developing Human Resources, 5(3), 308–320. 
O’Donnell, R. (2017, October 17). When it comes to training, timing is everything. HR Dive. 
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  Introduction


The term  active learning is one that has lost some of its meaning, as do all terms that attempt to codify an entire movement. However, at the core of this phrase is the belief (and one that we think rightly recognizes the truth) that students are more than merely empty vessels to be filled by teachers who have all the answers. Active learning demonstrates that knowledge can, at least in part, be better facilitated when students take a role in their own learning, when they ask questions, respond to questions, move to ideas that fascinate them, and discuss in group fashion. However, you may discover that active learning tenets, while they are wonderful in the theoretical, are lacking in the real world. 
Challenges to Active Learning
For example, have you ever thought or given credence to the following ideas?
	My students just don’t talk when I try to engage them in conversation.

	My students don’t know enough to have conversations of any real importance.

	What is there to discuss about math (or any subject for that matter)? They just need to know the facts and move on. Active learning slows things down. 



No doubt these are concerns that are not only common but come with a certain degree of validity. It is true that students often don’t engage, especially when years of education have taught them not to. It is also true that students who lack enough background knowledge may struggle to articulate anything beyond a general rehashing of what was presented by a teacher or the material they are given. Thus, students are often poorly suited to answer questions with any degree of alacrity or skill. Finally, there is truth to the idea that sometimes memorization and a careful study of facts lays the groundwork or foundation for more advanced thought. 
However, overall, the tenets of active learning are general enough to inspire even the most rigid teacher to consider their use in the classroom. Very few would suggest that students should not engage in the material given, and while we may disagree in the particulars, the overall principle remains: Engage students in collaborative, thoughtful tasks and you will discover a world of difference in their attitude toward learning. Furthermore, active learning is not precisely a teaching philosophy, but rather a set of loose propositions that students are more likely to learn when they engage in the material they are presented.
Thus, while there are dozens of different theories about teaching, from Maria Montessori’s individualized approach to Horace Mann’s belief in group education for all (Mann is widely considered the father of American education), very few would disagree with the basic tenets of active learning. No matter your teaching philosophy, students will always need engaging discussion, opportunities to collaborate and explore, and a keen understanding that knowledge should be contextualized and applied to their own lives. 
How to spot an active learner? Students who receive active learning strategies often value their learning in ways that good teachers will recognize. Active learners simply stand out. They raise their hand. They ask questions that move the conversation forward. They approach learning as discovery. 
A note from a student came to a teacher ten years after the student was in the class. The teacher’s active approach was so appreciated that the student felt compelled to thank the teacher. The note said this, “I keep all the readings you gave us. They are precious to me. I reflect on what we learned in the class and realize that what you taught was much more about how to think than what to think. It opened my eyes to the wonders of the world. I was excited to see what came next.” 
We Must Give Up the Stage
While that may sound lofty to an algebra teacher, or even a history, English, or art teacher, we challenge you to consider that it is not just a possibility, but a certainty that you will engage and fascinate students much more if you will simply learn and religiously practice a few simple techniques. Are you ready for these strategies? You might consider the following questions to see if this is the right chapter for you to read right now. 
[image: image-placeholder]
We now present to you a series of active learning skills that can help you to consider solving the problems presented by the small rubric above. This book is not necessarily meant to be read chronologically, rather we suggest that these ten skills be examined as a whole and then reviewed often. They can and will change the feel of your classroom for the better. 






  
  Skill 1: Lower the Affective Filter


[image: image-placeholder]
Students often do not naturally speak up or wish to speak up. Young students are often burdened with a heightened sense of self-awareness. Self-awareness is the ability to see yourself, or imagine yourself from someone else’s viewpoint, like seeing yourself in a mirror. Self-awareness is something that evolves over time, meaning that kids are usually less self-aware (Jean Piaget, the Swiss psychologist, might say kids are more egocentric), and adults are more self-aware (more able to see outside themselves). 
Is it good or bad to be self-aware? 
Well, let’s think about it. On the positive side, self-awareness gives you the chance to know how you look, how you feel, why you feel what you feel. You have a certain amount of confidence because you know you look and sound good. 
On the negative side, self-awareness can sometimes be paralyzing. Sometimes, and especially in new environments, you think so much about yourself, who you are and what you are doing, that you have increased anxiety and lose your confidence. In many ways, learning new things gives students a peculiar kind of self-awareness. 
Stephen Krashen, a famous learning theorist, explains this concept using the term affective filter. The affective filter, he explains, refers to the complex emotions students might have as they process all this current information and try to speak up. In short, when your affective filter is HIGH, it means you are feeling a LOT of emotions (annoyance, anger, frustration, anxiety) and when your affective filter is LOW

      [image: image-placeholder]Higgs, T. V., & Krashen, S. D. (1983). Principles and practice in second language acquisition. The Modern Language Journal, 67(2), 168.  
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Do you have any of these questions?

Then check out these skills.

Students are scared to talk. They don’t want
to engage in conversations, especially if they
‘might be wrong. What do I do?

Lower the Affective Filter

My classes are boring. Students are staring
blankly and seem completely checked out.
What do I do?

Tmprove Teacher Talk, Asking Questions

Thave fallen into a rut, I can’t think of a new
way to do the same thing. What strategy can T
do to change things up?

Scaffolding, The 80/20 Rule

Students don’t remember the things I teach
them, even just a day or two later. What can I
do to increase their ability to remember?

Make it Stick like MUD, The 80/20 Rule,
Notetaking, Teach Learner Strategies







