
Active learning assists the learner to engage the course materials through reading, writing,  

talking, listening, and reflecting.
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Learning is not a spectator sport. Students do not learn much just by sitting in 
class listening to teachers, memorizing prepackaged assignments, and spit-

ting out answers. They must talk about what they are learning, write about it, 
relate it to past experiences, apply it to their daily lives. They must make what 
they learn part of themselves.1 

“The teacher who is indeed wise does not bid you to enter the house of 
his wisdom but rather leads you to the threshold of your mind.”2 Leading 
students to discover, evaluate, reflect, and act on new information and 
knowledge is one of the challenges and rewards of teaching, whether teach-
ing at a university, in the seminary or institute classroom, or in Sunday classes. 
Teaching is especially rewarding when teachers sense they are assisting and 
guiding students in the learning process. Despite the joy of teaching, however, 
there are (as every teacher recognizes) challenges and frustrations.
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Learning and Student Passivity

One of the frustrations for some teachers is the lack of student engagement 
and motivation in the learning process. Another word to describe this chal-
lenge is “passivity.” Passive learning occurs when “students take on the role 
of receptacles of knowledge; that is, they do not directly participate in the 
learning process.”3 Granted, there are students who appear disengaged, but 
are, in fact, carefully attending to the material presented in class. Even so, 
there are too many students struggling to maintain focused attention during 
traditional classroom lecturing.

Passivity among students is not surprising, given the number of teachers 
who rely on the classic “sage on the stage”4 lecture method for most, if not all 
of the class. For example, researchers surveying faculty at twenty-four colleges 
found that 83 percent of the teachers used lecturing as their primary method 
of instruction. Further, an extensive survey of university professors in the US 
found that 89 percent of the physical scientists, 81 percent of social scientists, 
and 61 percent of the humanities faculty used the lecture method as their 
primary method of teaching. Despite the lower percentage in the humanities, 
81 percent of the art historians and 90 percent of the philosophy teachers 
still lectured for the majority of class time.5 In short, lecturing continues to 
be widely used among college professors and probably at other educational 
levels as well, and for good reasons.

Strengths and Weaknesses of Lecturing

Lecturing can be effective, especially in the hands of a well-prepared, enthusias-
tic instructor. An organized and thoughtful lecture allows teachers to control 
the amount of information students receive and to deliver large amounts of 
information in short spans of time, deciding in advance which information is 
most pertinent to student learning. Lecturing also allows teachers to present 
information in a manner not readily available to students that presents little, 
if any, emotional risks to students and appeals to those who learn by listen-
ing.6 If gospel teachers are prepared, lecturing helps assure that students will 
be introduced to new ideas and correct doctrines from someone who under-
stands the implications of the concepts and can carefully guide students into 
more nuanced views of the scriptures. 

While lecturing has its upsides, there are weaknesses to this time-honored 
approach. The most obvious downside to lecturing is the risk of student dis-
engagement during the lecture period. Students who quietly sit through a 

fifty-minute (or longer) teacher-centered lecture may find it challenging to 
remain attentive and involved. For instance, one study showed that students 
in a lecture-based classroom were not attentive about 40 percent of the time,7 
while another study found that students retain 70 percent of the material in 
the first ten minutes of the lecture, but only 20 percent in the last ten minutes.8 
Similar research found that students readily attended to the lecture material 
being presented during the first five minutes. However, within ten to twenty 
minutes into the lecture students experienced boredom and found it difficult 
to remain attentive. This state continued until the end of the lecture when stu-
dents were reenergized with the knowledge that the lecture would soon end.9 
As stated earlier, while lecturing may give the instructor more control over the 
depth and breadth of what is taught, research has demonstrated that lecturing 
may also lead to student passivity and limited retention and recall of knowl-
edge.10 Perhaps the greatest weakness to lecturing is the possibility that students 
will hear the presentation without giving much thought or reflection to what 
is presented.

In relation to teaching scripture, lecturing may increase the student view-
point that religious education is simply the acquisition of data—the who, 
where, and what of the scriptures—without any relevance to the student’s 
life. This type of learning may become meaningless, since it does not engage 
the student in an affirmation of the scriptural principles. Among highly moti-
vated students, lecturing may produce gospel learners who can fluidly recite 
scriptural facts and trivia, but it may also produce students who lack emo-
tional or spiritual connection to those facts.

Consider Leon Solomon and Gertrude Stein’s late-twentieth-century 
research, in which they concluded that both reading and writing could be 
done automatically, with little thought on the part of the learner. That is, 
subjects were able to write English words while otherwise engaged in read-
ing an interesting story. With practice, these subjects were also able to take 
notes automatically while reading. Afterward, they were unable to recall what 
they had written, even though they were sure they had written something.11 
Similarly, some students may become “learning automatons” as they listen to 
their instructor, take notes, or read from a text (such as the scriptures), but 
they are giving little thought to any of it, and in the end, cannot remember—
or worse, even care about—much of what was presented. 

What is needed then, to assist students in giving more “cognitive invest-
ment”12 or physical and psychological energy13 to the material presented to 
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students? What will help them to create that emotional or spiritual connec-
tion to the material presented to them in a gospel setting?

A recommended solution would be to insert several short, active learning 
exercises into the lecture to “promote self-reflection, leading to more inte-
grated, personally meaningful learning.”14 While active learning is not a new 
methodology, for some educators it remains a catchphrase lacking concrete, 
applicable ways to employ it in the classroom, or it is viewed as a chaotic class-
room full of student novices sharing meaningless comments, with the teacher 
acting as an upbeat educational cheerleader.

For those teaching gospel principles professionally or in a volunteer 
capacity, Church leaders have discussed the importance of students becom-
ing faithful “agents” in the learning process,15 with Seminaries and Institutes 
as well as the Come, Follow Me Sunday School curriculum encouraging the 
use of active participation methods in the classroom.16 

Active Learning and the Modified Lecture

Active learning is traditionally defined as in-class activities that “involve stu-
dents doing things and thinking about the things they are doing.”17 Other 
definitions of active learning include activities that assist the learner to engage 
the course materials through “reading, writing, talking, listening, and reflect-
ing, . . . which stands in contrast to standard modes of instruction in which 
teachers do most of the talking and students are passive.”18 In a broader sense, 
active learning can be anything the students do during class time other than 
passive listening.19

Active learning strategies provide students with opportunities to think 
about the material presented to them and assess what is meaningful and 
applicable to their life experiences or to their existing knowledge. More to 
the point, since learning is not a “spectator sport,” students need the oppor-
tunity to discuss, reflect, question, and write about the materials presented 
to them.20 Consequently, short, active learning exercises inserted during the 
lecture will provide students with opportunities to engage with the material 
in a more personal and meaningful way. These activities create “the modi-
fied or enhanced lecture,” which is defined as “a series of short mini-lectures 
punctuated by specific active learning events designed to meet class objec-
tives,” involving “two to three pauses during the lecture to allow students to 
compare notes or ask questions.”21 This teaching method retains the ben-
efits of lecturing, while incorporating learning strategies that maximize the 

effectiveness of increased student participation. There are numerous lecture-
enhancing strategies available to teachers who are willing to implement them. 

The Benefits of Active Learning

Using a few of these “enhanced lecture activities” during a fifty-minute class 
will not consume a great deal of time; it may, however, reduce the pace and 
amount of information normally covered during a teacher-centered lecture. 
On the upside, giving students an opportunity to reflect and think about the 
material through writing a short one- to two-minute response paper, review-
ing a concept in small groups, or quizzing a person seated next to them about 
information discussed in class will likely enhance their understanding and 
retention of the material in ways an additional five to ten minutes of lecturing 
cannot. The act of reflecting alone or in small discussion groups encourages 
students to find meaning to new information. Without the opportunity 
for reflection, students may learn something, but the learning may not have 
much significance for them.22 In addition, using these learning activities shifts 
some of the responsibility for learning from the teacher to the students, pro-
vides the students with increased control over what they see as important to 
learn, and sprinkles the lesson with a change of pace that is helpful in reduc-
ing boredom and passivity.

Besides these benefits, there are other rewards to integrating short, active 
learning strategies into the lesson plan. For example, researchers found a posi-
tive (and statistically significant) relationship between active learning and 
students’ perceptions of their school’s commitment to their well-being. In 
other words, short, active learning exercises positively influenced the students’ 
belief about how much their school was committed to and concerned with 
their educational success.23 Further, the use of active learning practices exerts a 
positive influence on the students’ commitment to their institution and their 
intent to return to that institution (in the case of college students).24 That is, 
instructors who take the time to plan and implement activities designed to 
involve students in the learning process may be perceived as teachers (and 
also representatives of their institution) who are committed to their students’ 
learning. 

Finally, active learning has been found to have a positive influence on 
student social integration.25 Consider the benefits of encouraging sociality 
through pairing students for short periods of time in order to have them dis-
cuss a concept, compare notes, quiz each other, or solve a problem. Having 
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students work in small groups in which they rely on each other to complete 
an assignment is an excellent way to capitalize on their social needs. In this 
social setting, engagement in the learning process is greatly enhanced, since it 
is done with their peers.26 

Concerns about Active Learning Methods

Naturally, some teachers have concerns about using active learning in their 
classrooms. These include worries about limited class time (“How can I use 
active learning strategies when I have barely enough time to make it through 
the material I need to cover?”), increased preparation time, the difficulty of 
using active learning in large or small classes, the challenge of finding and 
using a variety of active learning strategies, the risk that students will not 
participate or will waste time during paired or small group activities, the 
increased risk of incorrect viewpoints being shared and validated, and the 
belief that active learning is an alternative to, rather than an enhancement of, 
lecturing.27 

These concerns, however, may reflect the results of methods which are 
poorly planned, or when active learning is used as an end rather than as the 
means to an end. Hopefully, these concerns will not discourage teachers from 
using this methodology in their classes. For example, do large or small classes 
pose logistical challenges for active learning? Certainly—dividing students 
into small groups in large classes requires more time and will likely be more 
difficult to monitor. However, pairing students in a seminary class in order 
to search a scripture block, discuss an idea, or collaborate on a two-minute 
paper will work efficiently in any class size. Although it is possible that some 
students will waste time when paired with another student, teacher engage-
ment will help most, if not all, paired groups to stay on task, complete the 
assignment, and enjoy a worthwhile experience. 

An additional concern relates to teachers who abandon active learning 
methods after exploratory efforts. While there are benefits with using the 
enhanced lecture, those benefits may not be immediate and may not come 
without student opposition, since some students have become dependent on 
their teachers for their learning. That is, they expect their instructor to tell 
them what is important to know and why it is important to know it. As a 
result, some students may resist, complain, become sullen, or act out28 when 
given increased intellectual autonomy and responsibility for their own educa-
tion through active learning.29 During times of student pushback, persistence 

Teachers can create a vision for the class—explaining to students why they are using active learning methods, 

discussing the benefits, and using General Authority statements supporting an enhanced learning environment.
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is critical, since students will adjust to the opportunities and benefits these 
learning exercises provide them and will see them as highly beneficial. 
Teachers in a religious education setting can assist with this transition by cre-
ating a vision for the class—explaining to students why they are using active 
learning methods, discussing the benefits of that type of learning, and using 
General Authority statements supporting active participator learning.

Having discussed the rationale for using the enhanced lecture in religious 
education, the remainder of this paper will offer a number of strategies rec-
ommended by the authors, other teachers, and learning experts.30 Most of 
these activities can be done in two or three minutes during planned pauses 
in the lecture. Although many of these activities may seem to fit better in a 
graded-class environment such as seminary, institute, or a Church university, 
students in Sunday classes can receive similar benefits as well. In fact, some 
activities may have even greater results in Sunday class settings because they 
encourage students to think about the material in new ways, employing 
behaviors sometimes relegated exclusively to a graded-class setting. 

The following learning activities are those that the authors have used in 
their seminary and institute classes and in religion classes at Brigham Young 
University. They are recommended since they have proven to assist students 
in becoming more responsible for their own learning and more actively 
engaged in the learning process. In short, these activities should be successful 
in most class settings.

The Enhanced Lecture: Small Group Work

Grouping students into pairs or larger groups allows them to work collabora-
tively on a problem, share their views on a topic, and listen to others’ ideas, 
opinions, and perspectives. Pairing also encourages the less-involved students 
to participate in an environment seen as less threatening while also encourag-
ing students to be more responsible for their own learning.31 

Pair and Share 

In this pairing activity, the teacher poses a question or a problem needing a 
solution or asks students to think about the most important concept or idea 
they have learned. After a short time for reflection, students divide into groups 
of two or three in order to share their ideas with each other. After one or two 
minutes of discussion, a few of the groups are invited to share their ideas with 
the class.32 In a religious education setting, these pairing opportunities can be 

very helpful in encouraging students to share thoughts about personal appli-
cation, viewpoints, experiences, or feelings about the concept being discussed. 
They can also provide time to reason through an idea or doctrine or respond 
to a scenario requiring application of a gospel principle. Lastly, one of the 
great benefits of pair and share activities is that every person in the classroom 
has the opportunity to share their thoughts in a setting that is less intimidat-
ing than speaking in front of the entire class. Pairing can take place at the 
beginning of class, midway through the lecture, or at the end of class.

Collaborative Learning Groups

Similar to the pair-and-share method, students divide into larger groups of 
three or four and work cooperatively on a task. For example, the teacher may 
present a problem or dilemma that requires critical thinking in order to arrive 
at a solution. Through small group work, the students reach an agreement on 
a “best solution” to the problem/dilemma. Each group presents their solu-
tions to the class during a brief sharing time.33 

This activity also works well with an assigned reading task. For instance, 
after having the learning groups read a specific scripture block (all or part), 
have them answer questions such as “What does the author want you to know 
or feel?” “Why do you suppose the author wrote this?” or “What are the key 
doctrines found in this scripture block, and why are they important?”

Students may appoint a group member to write their responses on a sin-
gle sheet of paper that is submitted at the end of class or is used by a group 
spokesman during class sharing time. This three- to five-minute activity gives 
students an opportunity for increased participation, mindful thinking of the 
material, and an opportunity for students to be both teacher and learner. 

Thirty-Second Sharing

This activity is also similar to the pair-and-share activity described above, and 
is very effective when used as one of the lecture pauses.34 At any time in the 
lecture, the teacher may instruct each student to turn to the person seated 
next to him or her and share one idea, concept, or fact he or she has learned 
up to that point in the lecture. This one-minute activity (thirty seconds for 
each student to share) is effective in encouraging attention and involvement. 
It is also important to call on a few of the groups to share their ideas with the 
rest of the class, since this act of sharing will alert students that the instructor 
values the comments made during the sharing activity.
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Exam Questions

Surprisingly, some students enjoy creating questions for exams and quizzes. 
Divide students into small groups of two or three and ask them to construct 
one or two multiple choice, true-false, or essay exam questions based on the 
lecture material for the day, along with the answers.35 The questions could be 
used in a graded or nongraded quiz at the end of class or at the beginning of 
the next class, while the essay questions could be used as topics for a short 
writing assignment. 

Guided Lectures with Feedback

Guided lectures help students to improve listening and note-taking skills and 
to apply the lecture material. After explaining the objectives of the presentation, 
students are instructed to lay their pencils down and listen attentively to the 
material presented to them in a ten- to fifteen-minute lecture from the scripture 
block or the topic at hand. Students are encouraged to identify and remember 
the most important concepts or ideas, as well as any supporting information. At 
the conclusion of the lecture, students are given five minutes to write down all 
they can remember from the presentation. Following the five minutes of note 
writing, students meet in discussion groups of two or three students to compare, 
refine their notes, and fill in missing information provided by the other group 
members. During the group discussions, the instructor may want to move 
around the classroom to answer questions and assess how students are respond-
ing to the activity. An optional activity could also include an open-note quiz at 
the beginning of the next class, with questions based on the lecture materials 
the students have captured through this activity.36

Notable Quotes

After posting a thought-provoking quotation on the blackboard or on a 
PowerPoint slide, students are given thirty seconds for reflection (How do 
you feel about the quote? What does the quote mean to you? Do you agree 
or disagree with the quote? Why or why not?). After the pause time, students 
meet in small groups to discuss their feelings or insights. At the conclusion of 
the group discussion, the instructor may call on a few students to share their 
thinking or have each student submit a short one or two paragraph summary 
of their reactions to the quotation.37 Students can engage in a similar activity 
by responding to artwork, which portrays a scriptural story. Students could 
be asked to respond to the following questions: “How do you feel about the 

artwork?” “What was the artist trying to show or emphasize, or what emo-
tions or lessons does the artwork convey?” and ”What are elements from the 
scriptural story that you see accurately reflected in the artwork?” 

Quizzing One Another

This simple activity can be done at any time in the lecture. Divide students 
into pairs and request they each take thirty seconds to test one another on the 
material just presented to them. This may involve students asking each other 
questions about the material or having each student explain to the other what 
they learned.38

Breaking It Down

After students are divided into groups of three, assign each group one or more 
verses from the scripture block to be covered for the day. Depending on the 
size of the class and the scripture block, the teacher may want to assign two 
or three of the groups the same verse. Instruct each group to highlight the 
most important words or phrases in their verse and discuss possible meanings. 
Groups could also discuss what they see as the overall meaning to their pas-
sage of scripture. At the end of the discussion time, ask the groups to briefly 
share their insights with the class.39

Rehearsal Pairs

This is an excellent exercise to rehearse a concept or idea. After creating pairs, 
assign one student to be the explainer or demonstrator and another student 
to be the checker. The explainer/demonstrator explains the concept, idea, or 
demonstrates how to perform the skill, while the checker verifies the accuracy 
of the explanation or the performance of the skill. The partners then reverse 
roles and repeat the activity using the same topic/skill or are given a new topic 
to explain or a new skill to demonstrate.40 

The Enhanced Lecture: Written Work

In examining the link between student engagement and writing, one scholar 
noted, “the relationship between the amount of writing for a course and stu-
dents’ level of engagement—whether engagement is measured by time spent 
on the course, or the intellectual challenge it presents, or students’ level of 
interest in it—is stronger than the relationship between students’ engagement 
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and any other course characteristic.”41 When students are given time to write 
about the course content, they have opportunities to reflect, assess, and think 
about the material from their own unique perspectives. In other words, learn-
ing becomes more personalized and engagement with the course material 
increases significantly. 

Video Clips

Short video clips are a good way to supplement, reinforce, or enliven the 
lecture material. Unfortunately, this visual activity may also promote passiv-
ity unless students are given an opportunity to evaluate the video material 
through discussion or a short writing assignment, in which they answer ques-
tions such as “What did you learn from the video?” “What were the main 
points of the video?” or “Did you agree or disagree with the material pre-
sented to you in the video clip? Why or why not?”42 

Reflection Papers

Sometimes called a “personal reaction paper,” this activity invites students 
to engage in writing that is more exploratory, uncertain, and personal. It 
encourages students to look for connections between the lecture material 
or scripture-block and their personal life. Reflection papers invite the writer 
to “speak back . . . in a musing, questioning and probing way.”43 Reflection 
papers can be assigned as homework or can be done at any point in the class 
presentation. For instance, during one of the planned pauses in the lecture, 
assign students to write about their feelings on a specific topic or something 
discussed or read about in class. Reflection papers during the short, planned 
pauses will typically be only one to two paragraphs in length. 

Reading Journals

A reading journal requires students to write regular entries each time they com-
plete a reading assignment or attend a class presentation. This type of activity 
encourages students to reflect and think about their learning experiences.44 
This activity also works well in religious education classes where students 
write about their feelings, insights, or reactions to an assigned scripture block. 
The reading journal encourages students to answer questions like “How does 
the information in this scripture block apply to me?” “What are the key doc-
trines in this reading?” or “What do I understand or not understand from 
this reading?” The entries can also include observations, feelings, questions, 

impressions, or insights. Student journals should be checked periodically to 
encourage consistent writing and discourage meaningless “catch-up” entries. 
In a Sunday class environment, time can be given at the beginning of class for 
students to share something from their entries in a small group setting or to 
use their entries to ask questions or explain concepts to the class.

Summarize It

This simple exercise can be done at any pause in the lecture and requires stu-
dents to summarize in a numbered list or in bullet points what they have 
learned in the lecture. At the conclusion of this writing exercise, the instructor 
randomly calls on students to share portions of their lists or asks all to submit 
their list as a graded or nongraded assignment.45 The value of this short exer-
cise is to move the students from passive listener to active participant. 

“I Was Surprised”

At the conclusion of class, ask students to complete the following statement in 
a short written exercise: “I was surprised . . .” or “I wonder about . . .?” or “I did 
not know . . .” This activity encourages students to think about material that 
surprised them or material that motivated new insights or new questions.46 

The Muddiest Point

During one of the lecture pauses or at the end of class, ask students to write 
down what they understood from the class presentation, and whether there 
were any “muddy points” they were confused about or couldn’t understand. 
Have students submit their papers in order for the instructor to identify areas 
of confusion and needed clarification.47

Other Enhanced Lecture Strategies

Note Pauses

After fifteen to eighteen minutes of lecturing or presentation, pause for one 
or two minutes to let students review and compare their notes with someone 
seated next to them. This short exercise allows students to refine their notes, 
while also encouraging them to think and reflect about the material. These 
pauses also break up the class period into shorter chunks of time, while pro-
viding a short break for the instructor. The note pauses, or any of the other 
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small group exercises, are critical for maintaining interest and engagement.48 
From the author’s standpoint, this is a very worthwhile and effective learning 
exercise.

Clarification Pauses

After teaching or explaining a concept or idea in the lecture, stop for a few 
moments to let students think about the concept or idea, then ask if anyone 
needs to have the information clarified. While some students are hesitant to 
ask for clarification, there are others who are not and will provide help in the 
class as they ask for clarification.49

Conclusion

It is no surprise that students learn in a variety of ways. Some are visual learn-
ers who enjoy videos, whiteboard notes, images, and PowerPoints, while 
other students are auditory learners, who favor listening to a teacher or to 
other students as they present material. Regardless of learning style, there is 
a place for short, well-planned active learning exercises during pauses in the 
traditional lecture. Consistently using these activities will provide students 
with opportunities to assess, reflect, engage, and construct meaning for the 
material presented to them. 

As professional educators, we have tried to shift from traditional lectur-
ing and teacher-centered approaches to a style of teaching that makes room 
for short, student-centered activities during timed pauses in the lecture, in 
order to help students engage the course material in a more reflective and 
thoughtful way. As we have done so, we have not abandoned the positive 
benefits of the lecture method, nor have we found it necessary to give stu-
dents the majority of class time. Instead, we have found that students benefit 
from brief, mid-lecture learning activities and that these benefits are reflected 
in student comments and feedback. There are times when learning activities 
work extremely well and other times when they do not. As educators con-
tinue to experiment and refine these activities, the successes become more 
frequent, and the time spent on these short activities becomes more effec-
tive. Additionally, as we have planned and integrated these activities into 
our methodology, we have experienced increased enjoyment and satisfaction 
with our teaching and interactions with our students.

The following statement serves as an appropriate summary of the benefits 
of active learning in the classroom: “What I hear, I forget. What I hear and 

see, I remember a little. What I hear, see, and ask questions about or discuss 
with someone else, I begin to understand. What I hear, see, discuss, and do, I 
acquire knowledge and skill. What I teach to another, I master.”50  
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