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Activities to get Students Active in their Learning 
 
This table has been compiled from many sources and covers a range of possible activities to promote 
engagement and active learning in a variety of situations. Although many were developed for face to 
face session, they can be adapted for most online settings.  
 
1-2-4- more Pyramid Each person writes brief notes about the topic and then compares them with a 

partner. Each pair discusses its combined list with another couple. This provides 
a good basis for discussion in the wider group. It is a good idea to limit the ‘1-2-
4’ stages, e.g. 2 minutes or so for each individual and for paired work, 5 minutes 
for the ‘4’ stage. 

Brainstorming 
(Morrison, 2004) 

Everyone thinks of as many different ideas as possible. All ideas are accepted 
and recorded without comment.  The ideas are evaluated after a set time 
period or when the inspiration ends. 

Buzz Groups 
(Morrison, 2004) 

Working in small groups, people discuss an issue. Topics can include: 
- How much they already know on a topic 
- What they are not sure about 
- What they want the lecturer to cover next 

Case studies 
(Morrison, 2004) 

A story or scenario is presented to the group (often, but not always) as a 
handout. Groups discuss the story or work together on questions. 

Clickers These can be used to good effect for class participation through students keying 
in responses to questions. Also useful to allow students to give an answer first 
and then chat with neighbours and rekey in the answer. This can lead to 
conversations about why students may have picked the wrong answer – it is 
very useful for recognising and addressing common misconceptions. 

Complete diagrams or 
tables together 

Instead of providing the finished product, if the diagram is simple, draw it on a 
whiteboard, and allow time for students to complete it as well. 

Critical incidents These are brief written or spoken depictions of vividly remembered events. 
These can be used during class to bring out those ‘aha’ moments which had a 
real impact on their learning, or can be used about difficult concepts. Get the 
students to write a description (where and when it occurred), think about what 
was involved (e.g. a topic or problem...) and then unpack why it was so 
memorable.  

Cubing 
(Cassidy, 2008) 

Cubing involves probing a topic from six different perspectives. First, select a 
topic (issue, person, idea, event, problem, person, object, scene) and then  
allow 3-5 minutes for students to write from different  perspectives (e.g. 
describing, comparing, associating, analysing, applying, and arguing). Cubing is 
an excellent tool for rapidly exploring a topic. It reveals quickly what is known 
and what is not known.  

Demonstrations 
(Morrison, 2004) 

The teacher shows students how to do something, or uses equipment to 
explain theory/principles. This activity can also be presented by a student or 
group. Seeing something real helps students to remember more clearly. 

Experiments 
(Morrison, 2004) 

The teacher or students carry out a practical activity to verify or refute a 
principle. 

Exit ticket At the end of a lecture get students to write an exit ticket which responds to 
the question “What questions remain after today's session?” and hand in on 
the way out. Collect any written responses and address them in the following 
session.  



2 
 

 
Extremes 
(Morrison, 2004) 

Each person thinks of the ‘best and worst’ or ‘positive and negative’ qualities 
of something. These are collected and discussed to generate a ranking of 
extremes. 

Fishbowl 
(Morrison, 2004) 

One group discusses a topic. The second group observes the discussion and 
each person records: 

- A partner’s contributions (and gives individual feedback afterwards)  
- The important parts of the discussion (may be identification of 

issues, applications, generalizations, etc., depending on the task 
instructions. 

Focus breaks These are deliberate breaks to give students some time out. Bligh (1998) 
discussed the learning curve in a lecture – after about 20 minutes learning is 
on a downward decline. However, if focus breaks are inserted whereby 
students can have time out for 2-3 minutes, then there is a learning gain as 
students’ attentions are recaptured. Thus plan to have a couple of focus 
breaks during a 50 minute lecture.  

Group discussion 
(Morrison, 2004) 

Groups (up to 6 people) talk about a topic. A set of questions from the 
lecturer helps to structure the discussion and focus the group. The larger the 
group, the more difficult it is for everyone to participate.  

Interactive handouts 
(Morrison, 2004) 

Instead of providing complete copies of the PowerPoint slides or 
presentations, give out sheets with various parts missing. These could be 
mathematical, formulaic, descriptive, diagrammatical, analytical and so on. 
The students need to complete the materials for them to be useful.  

Jenkins Line Named after Alan Jenkins (Geographer/Higher Educationalist). When a topic 
has polar opposites or a spectrum of possible answers or viewpoints, get 
students to place themselves along a line and discuss their position with their 
neighbours, and possibly be called upon to discuss/justify their position with 
the class.  

Jigsaw 
(Cassidy, 2008) 

Each student is the 'expert' on one part; they must work collaboratively to 
get the full picture; have experts in the area get together first, so they 
become more expert, then return to the broader group where each one is 
the expert. Research has shown that we learn more by teaching it. For an 
assessment, individuals or small groups do the work. The lecturer asks them 
questions and can ask any member. Higher marks often result. 

Lotus Blossom In this technique the petals around the core of the blossom are figuratively 
"peeled back" one at a time, revealing a key component or theme. This 
approach is pursued in ever-widening circles until the subject or opportunity 
is comprehensively explored. The cluster of themes and surrounding ideas 
and applications, which are developed in one way or another, provide several 
different alternative possibilities. The guidelines for Lotus Blossom are: 
1. Write the central problem in the center of the diagram.  
2. Write the significant themes, components or dimensions of your subject in 
the surrounding circles labelled A to H surrounding the central theme.  
3. Use the ideas written in the circles as the central themes for the 
surrounding lotus blossom petals or boxes. Thus, the idea or application you 
wrote in Circle A would become the central theme for the lower middle box 
A. It now becomes the basis for generating eight new ideas or applications. 
4. Continue the process until the lotus blossom diagram is completed. 
Good for getting students to unpack factors that influence key concepts.  
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Matching 
(Morrison, 2004) 

Used to divide a group into pairs. Members of the group are given cards 
which contain either a title or a definition. They have to find the person with 
the complementary card. In the process they come across a range of 
definitions and have to think about the topic. The pairs then work together 
on an exercise/problem related to their title and definition. Reporting back 
afterwards widens learning.  

Mindmaps 
(Morrison, 2004) 

A topic is written on the board or on butcher’s paper. The class/group 
suggests and organizes ideas and information, presenting them visually, 
often in clusters. Can be carried out using a large group on one diagram, or in 
smaller groups, or individually. 

Mix up media  Try to use a variety of media such as PowerPoint, media clips, whiteboard 
etc. Students will appreciate the variety, particularly if they can engage with 
some of the material. 

Organising 
information 
(Morrison, 2004) 

Information items are provided out of sequence. Students work (in pairs of 
small groups) to arrange them in order. The results can then be reported by 
each group and/or discussed by the wider group. The information can be 
given to students on a single worksheet or already cut out into pieces for 
them to arrange in order.  

Panel 
(Morrison, 2004) 

Several ‘experts’ are invited to the session and answer questions from the 
class. The experts may be from interest groups, other teachers and 
or/students. They may each speak briefly before the question session.  

Playing cards One playing card is given to each member of the class at the start of a block 
of teaching.  They can be used in a variety of ways. For example, suits can be 
used to form groups of 13, particular numbers can be used to form groups of 
four or red or black numbers for pairs. When asking class questions, 
particular cards or sets of cards may be called on to comment.  

Presentations 
(Morrison, 2004) 

Individuals or small groups find information on a topic, then prepare and 
deliver a short informative session to the wider group. 

Problem generation 
and solving 
(fears/problems in 
the box) 
(Morrison, 2004) 

Individuals or groups consider a topic, issue, process, case, etc and raise 
problems or difficulties. Each person or group writes the problem on pieces 
of paper which are folded and put into a box. The ‘problems’ are then 
redistributed and solved by others and shared.  

Question and 
answer session 
(Morrison, 2004) 

This is a useful activity to check students’ understanding. A time is set aside 
for a discussion/answer question. Questions may be submitted in writing at 
the previous session or on Blackboard (good for shy students).  

Quick quiz 
(Morrison, 2004) 

During a class have a quick quiz on the material just covered. This could also 
take the form of a problem-solving exercise (or practice exam questions) and 
groups or individuals can compete for speed and accuracy. 

Review sessions Build these into the lecture sequence so that there are dedicated slots to go 
over any questions and allow practice in exam type questions.  

Role play 
(Morrison, 2004) 

Groups/pairs/individuals ‘act out’ information on a specific topic, often in 
front of the class or group. Set a time limit for each group and allow time for 
participants to debrief.  

Round 
(Morrison, 2004) 

Every person takes a turn to make a statement. Useful topics: 
• One thing I need to know about… 
• Something I learned today… 
• One important point (about the topic)… 
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Snowball 
(Cassidy, 2008) 

On a half-sheet of paper that you will not be keeping, write down (something 
that you are okay with others seeing and legibly so they can read it!) one 
example from the last several numbered items that you do now in your teaching, 
or would like to ask a question or comment about. Once done, crumple it up and 
toss it (gently) into the crowd. Now, everyone picks one up. If it is yours, re-toss 
it.  Read what is on the snowball you un-crumple. Can be taken a step further to 
add a comment and rethrow.  

Tell your partner 
(Morrison, 2004) 

Pairs. Each person explains a topic/concept/answer to someone else. The partner 
has to listen and then ask questions.  

Think-pair-share 
(Morrison, 2004) 

Each person considers the topic/question and writes down some ideas/answers. 
S/he joins with one other for discussion. This provides a good basis for wider 
discussion and answers tend to be much more forthcoming in a plenary.  

Ticket to the class 
(Cassidy, 2008) 

Require a 'ticket to class' to ensure pre-reading or prep is done. The class before, 
assign the reading and hand out a coloured slip of paper – different colours can 
be used for different types of questions.  Each colour is a unique question that 
students have to write down and bring to the next class. This encourages all 
students to read the material, and come prepared for the session. Tickets could 
be collected at the door on the way in so that if there were any common 
recurring problems, these could be addressed in the session.  

Time on task 
(Cassidy, 2008) 

Create lots of time on task during class time. This relates to the Seven Principles 
for Good Practice in Undergraduate Education by Arthur Chickering and Zelda 
Gamson.  

Using resources in class At the beginning of the session handout out copies of a paper or papers or other 
relevant materials to the topic.  Different materials can be distributed to 
different parts of the room. Given some focusing questions for each resource 
(e.g. they may have to read a particular section of the paper and then answer a 
question). Allow students about 15 minutes to read and then they can discuss the 
answers with their neighbours. Then have a plenary to collate the answers and to 
build knowledge across the class.  

 
In addition to the above, there is a range of technologies which can enhance interaction and 
engagement online including: 
 

• Video conferencing using platforms such as Zoom, Skype and Google Meet – in particular 
check out their breakout discussions and Q and A sessions 

• Social media such as Twitter, Facebook and Instagram 
• Online quizzes, polls and challenges. Examples include Vevox (Otago uses this), Poll 

Everywhere, Kahoot, Menitmeter…  
• Audience response systems such as clickers, or using mobile phones 
• Online whiteboards such as Padlet 
• Virtual augmented reality to create immersive experiences and simulations 
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