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Active Learning Workshop Objectives

 Participants will have opportunities to experience active 
learning first hand. 

 Participants will gain experience building the six 
principles of active learning into their programs.
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Agenda

 Welcome
 Experiencing Active Learning
 Strategies of Active Learning
 Creating Active Learning in your program
 Closing
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Housekeeping

 Materials 

 Bathroom location

 Take care of yourself (eat, drink, stretch, etc.)

 Please silence your cell phone
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Active Learning 
and the Youth 
Program Quality 
Assessment 
(PQA) 

Plan

Make choices 

Reflect

Partner with adults

Lead and mentor

Be in small groups

Experience belonging

Engagement

Reframing conflictEncouragement
Skill building

Active engagement

Session flow

Welcoming atmosphere
Supportive 

Environment

Interaction

Safe 
Environment Healthy food and drinks

Program space and furniture Emergency procedures

Psychological and emotional safety

Physically safe environment
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Make a group that contains each of these items: 

How can you light the bulb with these materials?
Make a hypothesis.  



© David P. Weikart Center for Youth Program Quality 8

Light the Bulb

 Take on the role of the card you hold. 

 Use your bodies to model a way to light the bulb. 

 Try to pulse “electricity” from one person to another by 
squeezing your hands.
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Will this light the bulb?
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Will this light the bulb?
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Will this light the bulb?
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Will this light the bulb?
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Test your hypothesis

 Connect the bulb, wires, 
and battery to make the 
bulb light.

 Why does it work?
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Minds of Our Own

 Carefully observe the 
differences between 
Jennifer’s experience in 
class with Mr. Carter and 
in the interview with Mr. 
Sadler.  

 What does each leader in 
the video do to 
encourage Active 
Learning?

 Record your 
observations.
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“The strategies for active 
learning

are great content
and adult support”
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Active Learning Strategies

a. Provide stimulating activities. 

b. Provide appropriate challenge. 

a. Engineer success but allow for mistakes

b. Participate alongside youth

c. Ask lots of questions

d. Promote learning connections
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Teaching Styles

Adult does most 
of the talking and 
youth listen or 
take notes.

Youth have a 
task to do. Adult 
watches them fail 
or succeed.

Adult provides  
structure and 
support as youth 
engage in a 
learning task.

Direct 
Instruction
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Looking for the Strategies

 Choose a Case Study 
from page 23.  

 What strategies are 
present?

 What could you change 
to increase the use of the 
strategies?

 Record your responses 
on page 24, “Looking for 
Active Learning.” 
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Scaffolding
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Applying the Active Learning Strategies

 Choose an activity from 
“Lots of Examples” on 
page 25

OR
 Identify an activity that 

you’ll be doing in the 
near future with youth

 Complete the Active 
Learning Lesson Plan on 
page 26.

 Check off the strategies 
as you incorporate them 
into the lesson.
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Reflection 
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Be sure to check out these resources in your 
guidebook… 

 Sharing Active Learning With Others (30 & 27-28)

 Strategies (9-11)

 Guided Discovery (13-14) 

 Scaffolding (16-18)

 Across Age & Content (19-20)

 Looking for Active Learning (24)

 Lesson Plan (26)

 Research Review (33-36)
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Thank you!

 Lingering Questions?

 Evaluations

 Contact Us…

The David P. Weikart 

Center for Youth Program Quality
124 Pearl Street Suite 601

Ypsilanti, MI 48197
734.961.6900 

gina@cypq.org

mailto:gina@cypq.org�


Center for Youth
David P. Weikart

Program Quality

SUPPORTIVE ENVIRONMENT

active 
learning



The David P. Weikart Center for Youth Program Quality, 

Center for Youth
David P. Weikart

Program Quality

a division of the Forum for Youth Investment, is dedicated to improving youth experiences 
in the places where they spend time, particularly in after-school and other out-of-school 
environments. The Weikart Center encourages managers to prioritize program quality.  
We offer training, technical assistance, and research services that all come together in  
the Youth Program Quality Intervention, a comprehensive system for improving the  
quality of youth programs. 

that bring together over fifty years of experience and the latest research. Whether you  
believe that the purpose of an out-of-school time program is to improve academics, to  
build life skills, or just to provide a place where kids can hang out and be kids, the approach 
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productive places for youth.
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The ingredients for active learning are 
great content & strong adult support 

 

  
          
 
In an active learning environment, young people DO 
rather than just receive information. Supporting active 
learning involves attention to the content of the activities, 
as well as interaction with the youth participants. Itʼs 
about engaging the mind. 
 
Itʼs common sense that active learning works but 
research supports this as well. Studies on how the brain 
works have demonstrated that when all five senses are 
engaged, people are better able to learn. Learning 
comes with engagement and engagement comes when 

youth can conduct, participate, and create (see research 
review later in this section). 
 
Hands-on activities can be a great way to both motivate 
participation and to stimulate learning. That said, itʼs 
important to remember that active learning is not the 
same as hands-on learning. The key to active learning  
is getting the mental juices flowing. Plus, hands-on alone 
is not enough; strong adult support is also critical. This 
means adults work alongside youth, asking questions, 
assessing challenge levels, and encouraging youth  
to go beyond the surface and take their learning further. 

 

the strategies 
 
Great content: 

o Provide stimulating activities 
The goal is for activities to be mentally engaging.  
They donʼt necessarily have to be hands-on, but itʼs usually a good way to go. 

o Provide appropriate challenge 
The questions, problems, or whatever content there is for youth should be at the right age and challenge 
level. Aim high.  
 

Strong adult support: 

o Engineer success but allow for mistakes 
It is important that youth believe they can succeed and are supported in doing so, while being allowed to 
make mistakes that can be valuable in the learning process. The adultsʼ role is to guide young people in a 
dance between dreaming big and being practical.  

o Participate alongside youth 
Working closely with young people allows adults to pay close attention to their strengths, capabilities, and 
areas where they might be challenged.  

o Ask lots of questions 
Asking good questions can stimulate deep thinking and problem solving as well as help build relationships 
with youth. 

o Promote learning connections 
When youth connect their experiences to abstract ideas, learning is deepened. Adults can encourage youth to 
make connections through questioning or having youth verbalize connections they make.      
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Active Learning and the Active-Participatory Approach
 

The Youth Work Methods 

Active Learning can be a great method by itself, but it 
can even more effective when used in combination with 
other Youth Work Methods. Here are some examples of 
how these methods can work together to support active 
learning. 
The Ask-Listen-Encourage (A-L-E) Method includes 
strategies for promoting positive adult-youth 
interaction—strategies that promote the active learning 
ingredient of adult support. While explored more fully in 
the A-L-E course, asking questions is also listed as a 
component of active learning. Questioning can be a 
powerful strategy for getting youth to actively think about 
the things they are learning. The A-L-E method also 
includes strategies for actively listening to youth, and 
providing encouragement to further support their 
motivation and learning.  

Planning and Reflection can be thought of as advanced 
active learning. Adding the elements of youth planning 
and reflection can take an active learning project to new 
heights of engagement and learning. As described in the 
Planning and Reflection course, active learning 
experiences become one component in a powerful 
learning cycle. 

Engaging youth in Cooperative Learning groups can 
contribute to young peopleʼs comfort in participating in 
the new and challenging experiences promoted in Active 
Learning and can support their motivation and ability to 
cognitively process what is happening.  

The Voice and Choice method promotes youth 
autonomy and responsibility. Voice and choice can 
increase motivation, ownership, and engagement in 
active learning projects.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The Youth Program Quality Assessment (PQA)  
The published Youth PQA contains an active learning 
scale, consisting of four items (H1-H4). However, based 
on research (Smith et al, 2010) and conceptual review, 
the following items more completely assess the active 
learning method: 

 

Great content 

H1. The bulk of the activities involve youth in engaging 
with materials or ideas or improving a skill through 
guided practice. 

I1. All youth are encouraged to try out new skills or 
attempt higher levels of performance  

I3. Staff provide intentional opportunities for 
development of specific skills (as opposed to 
activities with just a recreation or ʻhaving funʼ focus) 
for all youth in the session. 

I4. Activities are appropriately challenging (not too 
easy, not too hard) for all or nearly all of the youth; 
there is little or no evidence of boredom or 
frustration on the part of youth.  

 

Strong adult support 

I2. All youth who try out new skills receive support from 
staff despite imperfect results, errors, or failure; 
staff allow youth to learn from and correct their own 
mistakes and encourage youth to keep trying to 
improve their skills 

J1. During activities, staff are almost always actively 
involved with youth. 

J3. Staff make frequent use of open-ended questions. 
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Strategies 
This section provides further description of the six strategies presented in the previous section, with more details about 
how to use them and why each strategy is important
 
Great Content 
 
Stimulating activities  

The aim of this strategy is to provide youth with activities 
that engage. This means paying attention to youthsʼ 
interests, using new materials, and using existing 
materials in unique ways. Stimulating activities take a 
variety of forms. Young people can build models, take 
part in simulations, manipulate tools, engage in debates, 
develop their own test questions, concoct new 
substances, put on skits, etc. With stimulating activities, 
the youth get to work hands-on with materials, ideas, 
and skills. The activities get young people up and 
moving and using their hands and bodies as well as their 
mouths and minds. Both motivation and learning can 
increase when youth experiment with and actively 
manipulate materials and critically engage with ideas or 
processes.  
 
To carry out active learning projects, youth need access 
to ample and varied materials, tools, media, and people. 
Make sure resources such as supplies, the Internet, 
books, libraries, and knowledgeable people from the 
field are available. If the young people are going to use a 
computer to do research, make sure that every youth (or 
small group) can access the computer. When doing an 
art project, there should be plenty of each of the 
materials for youth to use. 
 
It can be motivating for youth if an activity leads to a 
tangible product or performance. A real product or 
performance allows youth to experience feelings of 
success. By real, we mean something that can be seen, 
felt, or heard, and shown to other people. Youth may 
create objects, demonstrations, shows, or presentations. 
For example, they may build Lego robots, record or 
perform a song, create a poster entitled Teen Drug Use, 
put on a skit about communicating feelings or chart a 
shift in their thinking about violence.  
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
Itʼs also critical that youth get a say in shaping the 
product or performance. In the language of the Youth 
PQA, “the product or performance should reflect youth 
ideas.” For example, youth who created their own 
sidewalk chalk could then go outside to create a picture. 
Or, youth who are practicing conflict resolution could put 
on a skit in which they identify the type of conflict and 
how to respond to it using the big ideas discussed in the 
session. 
 
The activities that the youth you work with find 
stimulating will depend on their individual interests and 
ambitions. Work with your youth to decide what activities 
theyʼd enjoy.  You might also expose youth to new ideas 
that they havenʼt thought of! 
 
Appropriate Challenge 

Appropriate challenge means content that takes youth 
some effort to achieve yet remains attainable. That is, 
content that is not too easy for youth (leading to 
boredom) and not too difficult (leading to frustration).  
 
The challenge level should be at the top of youthsʼ 
capabilities, producing the cognitive struggle that 
promotes learning. This means setting high expectations 
for youth, believing in youth, and supporting them to 
achieve. Study after study shows that the expectations 
adults have for young people matter.1  
 
A good way to think about appropriate challenge is that 
activities should be in young peopleʼs learning zone—the 
perfect level of difficulty such that learning can best 
occur. Ideas for how to determine the right challenge 
level, including scaffolding, are described on page 15. 

                                                        
1 For review see Wigfield, A., Eccles, J.S., Schiefele, U., 
Roeser, R.W., & Davis-Kean, P. (2006). Development of 
achievement motivation. In W. Damon, R. Lerner (Series Ed) 
& N. Eisenberg (volume Ed.) Handbook of Child Psychology, 
Volume 3: Social, Emotional, and Personality Development. 
6th Ed. (pp. 933-1002). New York: Wiley. 
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Adult Support 
 

Engineer Success but allow for failure 

In order for youth to engage and participate, itʼs 
important that they believe they can succeed. When 
adults have high expectations of youth and plan 
activities within youthsʼ zones of proximal learning, they 
are engineering for success! An adult leader guides 
young people in a balance between dreaming big and 
being practical. It is important to present young people 
with tasks that are challenging but attainable. And while 
adults plan activities in which the youth can succeed, 
they can also provide opportunities for reflecting on and 
learning from the failures that naturally occur.  

Stimulating activities sometimes contain challenges for 
the youth to address or problems to solve. For example, 
youth may be given wires, batteries, and bulbs, and be 
asked to figure out how to light the bulb. This task is 
challenging (even for many adults!) but not so 
challenging that youth would be completely 
unsuccessful. Challenge can be added by asking youth 
to light the bulb with fewer wires, or asking them to light 
two bulbs at the same time. Challenge can be reduced 
by adding adult support in the form of questions or some 
direct instruction about currents and the flow of 
electricity. Through this process, and with the guidance 
of an adult, youth can learn about electricity and the 
vocabulary needed to talk about it.  
 
One of the hallmarks of participatory learning is that 
young people become excited about projects and may 
be overly ambitious in their goal-setting. If this happens, 
be happy! Excitement about learning is the most 
important quality a leader can cultivate. Your task is now 
to help young people be successful without quashing 
their enthusiasm. 

Ask lots of questions 

Asking questions is a great way for an adult to adjust the 
challenge level of an activity, or to help youth frame 
activities around what theyʼve learned. Questions can 
promote the processing of new material and help youth 
to make connections between new material and previous 
experiences. 

For example, an adult who plans to take youth to testify 
at a city-sponsored youth needs forum could use 
questions to help him plan activities to prepare the youth 
to speak at the forum. He might find out what experience 
youth have with public speaking and what their fears and 
hopes are about the process. While working with youth 
to prepare their speeches, the adult could ask questions  

 

 
 

such as, “What is the major point that you want to get 
across? How can you be sure to gain support for your 
ideas? Does your approach involve youth younger than 
you?” After the event, the adult could use questions to 
help youth critique the effectiveness of their speeches 
and to process the positive and negative aspects of the 
event.  

When adults ask questions, youth use their own words 
to describe their experiences and ideas. This increases 
the mental connections they make and provides the 
adult with immediate feedback about what support to 
provide.  

 

Participate Alongside Youth 

Working side-by-side with young people and carefully 
monitoring their participation in activities2 allows an adult 
to get to know young people as individuals. The personal 
relationships that develop as adults participate with 
youth in activities lead to a better understanding of the 
right amount of guidance to provide.  

Letʼs return to the prior example of speaking at a city-
wide youth forum. Once the youth have drafted their 
comments, the adult could ask them to practice reading 
their speeches in front of each other. The adult could be 
both an audience member who provides feedback to the 
reader and play the role of a reader so the youth could 
provide feedback to him. Participating at the same level 
as youth breaks down barriers that typically exist 
between adults and youth. Once all of the youth 
experience both giving and receiving feedback, the adult 
has a better idea of what each youth needs to finish their 
speeches.  

By participating alongside youth, the adult can adjust the 
level of support to best meet youth needs and scaffold 
tasks appropriately.  

 

  

                                                        
2 This concept commonly called guided participation was 
introduced by Rogoff, B. (1991). Children’s guided 
participation in planning imaginary errands with skilled adults 
or peer partners. Developmental Psychology, 27, 3. 
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Promote Learning Connections 
Learning can happen when adults help youth make 
connections between real experiences and abstract 
concepts—it can help youth apply a specific experience 
to a broader context.3 Abstract concepts are important; 
for example, equations can be used to calculate a 
distance given a rate and a period of time. Concrete 
experiences are also important; for example, a robot can 
be programmed to go certain distances using an 
equation. When abstract concepts and concrete 
experiences are paired, high-quality learning can occur. 

A balance is needed between real (concrete) 
experiences and big (abstract) ideas. When you plan 
activities for a session, consider how much time youth 
will spend hearing about or discussing the abstract and 
how much theyʼll have lived experiences. A balance 
might mean 5 minutes of discussion (abstract) followed 
by 20-45 minutes of activity (concrete) followed by 10 
minutes of more discussion (abstract).  

Active learning can be powerful when used to teach an 
academic concept or life skill. The table below shows 
some other examples of a balance of big ideas (abstract) 
and real experience (concrete). 
 

                                                        
3 John D Bransford, , Ann L., Brown, & Rodney R. Cocking, 
(Eds.). (1999) How people learn: Brain, mind, experience, and 
school. Washington, DC: National Academy Press, p. 53.  
 

  
 
The active learning method positions adults as support 
for youth as they engage their minds and learn new 
concepts, skills, strategies, and information. By providing 
stimulating activities at the right challenge level and 
supporting youth by setting them up for success, 
participating as an equal, asking lots of questions, and 
promoting connections, adults can guide youth in 
meaningful learning

 
Big Ideas (Abstract)  

 
Real Experiences (Concrete) 

Electricity—what it is and how 
it works  

Putting together batteries, wires and a 
light bulb in order to get it to light 

How to resolve conflicts with 
people 

Practicing using conflict resolution 
steps in a skit using a recent conflict in 
someone’s life 

Chemistry—how substances 
change when they come in 
contact with another 
substance 

Mixing together an Alka-Seltzer tablet 
with water, putting it under pressure 
and seeing the pressure build up, thus 
sending a cork high into the air 

Self-esteem 
Writing a poem or creating a piece of 
art that represents the young person’s 
different qualities 
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Active Learning Strategies: Check your Understanding 
You can review the strategies by answering the questions below. Answers appear at the bottom of the page.
 

 

For each activity idea below, describe what the adult could do to promote active learning.  

 

1) Adult demonstrates the property of gravity by dropping an apple to the floor. 

 

 

2) Youth listen to a podcast of the presidentʼs State of the Union Address.  

 

 

3) Adult reviews vocabulary with youth by playing a word game.   

 

 

 

Match each quote with the strategy is best illustrates.  

 

4) Participate alongside youth  a) “If you had a battery and you wanted to hook up the 
battery to make the light bulb light up, what might you do?” 

5) Ask lots of questions  b) “Hereʼs some more wire.  Now that youʼve gotten one of 
them to light, see if you can come up with a way to get all 
three of them on at once.” 

 

6) Engineer success but allow for mistakes  c) “Iʼd like to try out the drawing that you did. Iʼll hold the 
battery, you tell me what to do.” 

Take a minute or two to think about the big ideas that you seek to teach youth in your program or, alternatively, 
think about the real experiences the youth have and what big ideas they could be learning from these.  

As you further develop your skills in Active Learning, making strong connections between concrete activities and abstract 
concepts will become easier. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Answers: 4) c, 5) a, 6) b 
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Guided discovery 

This page details the idea of guided discovery and describes how this concept fits with active learning.  
 
 
If you consider approaches to education on a spectrum 

of how much control youth have versus how much 

control adults have in the learning process, it might look 

something like the figure below. 

  

 

Direct instruction is the idea of the adult leader delivering 

information to students. This usually takes the form of a 

lecture or reading. It is a one-way dissemination of 

information, usually from an adult expert. The adult 

controls what information is shared and what youth are 

expected to learn. This method can be very effective for 

delivering some content; however, the approach tends to 

be overused in educational settings, and can have 

negative motivational consequences.  

Pure discovery, on the other hand, takes the adult 

almost completely out of the picture. The adult merely 

provides the materials or resources and sometimes a 

leading question. The youth are in total control of their 

learning and might make discoveries, connections, and 

meaning from their experience. This approach has 

benefits too—people really learn things that they 

discover, and such experiences can be fun and exciting. 

However, it is not practical for youth to discover 

everything, and if youth do not discover what they hoped 

to this approach can be de-motivating and lead to no 

learning at all. 

Guided discovery, a combination of pure discovery and 

side-by-side support of a knowledgeable adult has been 

shown to have greater impact on student learning than 

the other two approaches.
4
 In guided discovery, the 

youth and adults share control of learning. Techniques of 

guided discovery are fundamental to supporting active 

learning in youth. These techniques might include: 

• Adults directing students‘ attention toward 

relevant aspects of a task 

• Adults explicitly modeling concepts 

• Adults keeping discussions focused on learning 

The right amount of guidance is determined by the task 

and the students, as described above. 

Are active learning and guided discovery the same 

thing? Not exactly. You might think of guided discovery 

as one type of active learning. In the right 

circumstances, though, guiding youth to discover can 

produce some of the most powerful learning 

experiences. 

                                                        
4
 Mayer, R. E. (2004). Should there be a three-strike rule 

against pure discovery learning? American Psychologist, 14-

19. 

More  
youth control 

More  
adult control 

Direct 
instruction 

Pure 
Discovery 

Guided 
Discovery 
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Guided discovery:  Check your understanding 
You can review your understanding of guided discovery by answering the questions below. Answers appear at the bottom 
of the page. 
 

 
For each statement below, circle the best answer 

 

1) Direct instruction is the idea of  

a) dissemination of information by adults and youth. 

b) academic content. 

c) an adult leader directly sharing information with youth. 

d) a method for learning how to do something; like the steps to learning to ride a bike. 
 

2) In pure discovery, the adultʼs role is to 

a) deliver pure content to youth. 

b) get out of the way and let youth discover stuff. 

c) share important historical discoveries with youth. 

d) discover young peopleʼs interests. 
 

3) Which of the following is the best example of guided discovery? 

a) A group of youth form their own advisory committee for the program 

b) A coach teaches some participants the basics of passing a soccer ball 

c) An adult leader helps a group of youth understand gravity by having them drop different sized objects and 
record their observations 

d) A specific algorithm developed for computer-assisted pedagogy 

 

 

Consider a time when you learned something through guided discovery. What did the adult do to help you along 
the way?  Alternatively, think of something you learned through pure discovery or direct instruction.  How could 
guided discovery have changed your learning experience? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Answers: 1) c, 2) b, 3) c 
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Scaffolding for success 

This page details the ideas of scaffolding, learning zones, and guided participation.   
 
Active learning works best when youth are in their 

learning zone, an idea that overlaps with several other 

concepts including learning edge, teachable moment, 

and psychological flow. But we define learning zone 

to mean what 

researcher Lev 

Vygotsky called the 

zone of proximal 

development (ZPD). 

A child‘s learning 

zone or ZPD is the 

place just beyond 

what she can do all 

by herself and just 

within what she can 

do with support (see 

graphic at right). This 

zone lies just at the 

edge of a youth‘s 

knowledge and skills 

and is a place in 

which conditions are 

just right for learning…‘good‘ challenge. 

 
How do you help young people experience their learning 
zone? The key is scaffolding

5
. Imagine you are painting 

the outside of a five-story building. Eventually you‘ll want 
to paint the top floor, but not until you‘ve built and 
climbed scaffolding to get there. We want our young 
people to reach the top floor, but we provide them with 
metaphorical scaffolding to get there.  
 
When adults scaffold a task with young people, they 

provide supports to help the young people succeed and 
meet high expectations. Scaffolding means breaking a 

large task into smaller parts that youth are able to do, 

and completing the parts that are currently too difficult 

for them. For example, a group of youth may not be able 

to independently put together a kiosk at the local mall to 

showcase their photography. But they could be guided to 

do parts of the project—communicate with mall 

personnel, select photographs, assemble the kiosk, etc. 

An adult might complete some of the tasks, such as 

arranging transportation or following up with mall 

personnel. 

 

                                                        
5
 The concept of scaffolding is now used extensively in 

education. Wood, D, Bruner, J, & Ross, g. (1976) coined the 

term. The role of tutoring in problem solving. Journal of Child 

Psychology and Psychiatry, 17, 89-100. 

Scaffolding is also about getting to know youth‘s 

capabilities in order to individualize support. For 

example, say one youth in a technology offering 

completes the activity–a web-quest about the Seven 

Wonders of the World–sooner than the other students.  

The staff member could redirect her to elaborate on 

some of her responses, and guide her through writing a 

well-formed paragraph. Another youth in the same 

activity could feel overwhelmed by the amount of 

material he needs to cover in the time allotted.  The staff 

member could help him to group together similar items 

so that he can focus on one section of the questions at a 

time. Staff can meet each of these youth where 

they are, providing individual support where it is 

needed. 

 
Where to begin? 

The first step in scaffolding for success is learning about 

your youth. Here are some ideas for getting started: 

 Ask group members what they would like to know 

about a topic. 

 Write a short 3-10 question form that asks about 

current knowledge or experience in an area. 

 Use a planning strategy such as ―quotation stations‖ or 

―stand the line‖ to get an overall impression of the 

range of experiences, attitudes or knowledge in a 

particular area. 

 Spend 5-10 minutes talking individually with a couple 

of group members about the workshop and what you 

are thinking and then get their feedback. 

 Think about your own experiences with young people 

and what they seem to know and not know. 

 

Providing learning zone tasks and supporting young 

people in achieving success takes skill, patience, and 

practice. It starts with knowing the youth you work with – 

their skills, challenges, interests, and dislikes. 

Tasks a child can 
do alone 

Tasks a child can 
do with 

assistance 

Tasks too difficult 
for a child, even 

with help 

 

 
  

 

 

Learning 
Zone 
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Scaffolding: Check your understanding 
You can review your understanding of scaffolding by answering the questions below.  
Answers appear at the bottom of the page. 
 
Choose the best definition. 
 

1) What is “scaffolding”? 

a) Creating an environment in which youth cannot experience failure. 

b) Sharing control of activities with youth. 

c) Providing supports to help young people succeed and meet high expectations. 

d) Providing an explanation for expectations, guidelines, or directions. 

 

2) What is a “learning zone”? 

a) A physical environment designed for positive youth participation. 

b) A mental state in which conditions are just right for learning. 

c) An emotional climate that is predominantly positive. 

d) A state of concentration that balances concrete experiences and abstract concepts. 

 

Read the scenario below.  Then write the name each of the youth from the scenario in the best place on the 
learning zone continuum. 

In a theater workshop, youth are asked to memorize and present a monologue. During practice sessions you notice that 
Barry is visibly anxious.  He doesnʼt make eye contact and his voice is too low to be heard.  Maurice spends most of his 
preparation time playing with the microphone.  He had a role in the fall performance of Hamlet. Robin spends a lot of time 
choosing her piece, and after reciting it in front of a mirror several times, asks a friend to be her audience. 

 

 
 
 
 

Task too Easy 
 

3) _______________ 

Task just Right 
 

4) ______________ 

Task too Difficult 
 

5) ______________ 

Answers: 1) c, 2) b,  3) Robin, 4) Maurice, 5) Barry 
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Know Thy Youth 
 
Take a few moments to list the names of a few youth that you work with in your program. Then write what you know 
about them as related to their learning edges. What are their interests? What are their strengths in school? Outside 
of school? What areas do they struggle with? Finally, what could you do to get to know their learning zones better? 
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Scaffold It! 
Choose one of the activities below and develop a plan to employ Scaffolding for Success. 

 
1. In your after school program with elementary age young people (3rd-5th grade), youʼve had a lot of arguments 

between kids and seen some bullying.  Your team has decided that one of the ways they would like to address 
this is by teaching conflict resolution and assertiveness skills to the group. 

2. Your center has a gym and basketball is played all the time by a small subset of the young people.  Youʼd like to 
get more kids involved and found out that many havenʼt played basketball much or donʼt think that they are any 
good.  This is a mixed group of males and females, ages 8-14.  

3. You are new to working with a group of high school age students.  There have been a lot of opportunities for 
youth leadership (presentations to the board of directors, community service projects, giving feedback about the 
program to the staff).  However, in the group of 15 young people, only two or three have volunteered or spoken 
out.  How can you scaffold these opportunities to increase participation? 

4. During study time at your program, several young people have been frustrated with their English assignments.  
Their skills in writing papers are below expected levels and the goal of the program is to bring skills to or above 
grade level.   
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Across age and content area 
While the active learning strategies apply to all learning situations, the details of how active learning is implemented differs 
across age, content area, and size or length of project. The text below explores how active learning may differ, given the 
context of your program. 
 
Across age 

As youth get older, they can be given more responsibility 
and are able to think more critically. As a result, activities 
may go deeper and last longer, and meaningful projects 
that last numerous sessions are more possible. In 
addition, as children become adolescents, their abilities 
to think in abstract and complex ways increase. 

In addition, as a group of youth gets older, their interests 
and abilities diverge. That is, small differences at 
younger ages (such as reading speed or love of sports) 
get larger as youth get older (faster readers get even 
faster, kids really love or really hate sports). 

The table below provides additional description of how 
each active learning strategy might change for youth of 
different ages. 

Across content areas 

The active learning strategies can enhance any learning 
experience, but might look differently in different content 
areas. Here are a few examples 

• Visual art:  Art, by its very nature, is active. Make sure 
to use all the strategies: art projects should be at the 
right challenge level; draw, paint, sculpt, or take 
pictures right alongside youth as possible; and ask 
challenging questions to promote learning and 
connections to other content areas. 

• English/language arts: There are lots of ways to 
make writing and even reading active. Have students 
prepare skits and write about them. Have students 
write about field trips. Use games and other physical 

activities to explore themes in literature.   

• Science: Having kids ʻdoʼ science is 
active. There are a wealth of materials 
available for fun afterschool science 
activities.  

• Service learning: Engaging young 
people in service projects is a fantastic way 
to promote active learning. Engineering 
success and promoting learning 
connections are particularly important for 
moving from ʻvolunteeringʼ to service 
learning. 

• Homework Help: Hereʼs where ʻactiveʼ 
doesnʼt always mean hands-on. A key to 
helping youth complete homework is to 
help them stay mentally focused and to use 
questions to help them think critically as 
they complete their assignments. For more 
info, see the Homework Help guide in this 
series. 

• Embedded academics: Lots of 
afterschool programming has academic 
content embedded in other content that 
appeals to kids. Your flexibility to be active 
with this content can make a big difference, 
especially for kids who may have trouble 
engaging with such material in school.  

 Strategy  Across age  
 

Great content 
   

 • Provide 
stimulating 
activities 

 In some (though not all) cases, younger youth may be more open 
to trying new things than older youth. And ‘hooks’ that might get 
children to initially engage might not work for older youth. As 
young people get older, ‘stimulating’ must be meaningful (vs 
‘catchy’) and youth can be increasingly engaged in helping decide 
what kind of activities should be offered. 

 

 • Provide 
appropriate 
challenge 

 As youth get older, challenge level of activities should generally 
increase. But there is no substitute for working closely with youth 
to get to know them in order to identify their interests and levels. 

 

 
Strong adult support 

 

 • Engineer 
success  

 It’s important across ages for youth to overcome challenges and 
experience success. With their increased capacities, older youth 
may set more ambitious goals, and helping them reach high 
without crashing and burning can be increasingly important. 

 

 • Participate 
alongside youth 

 As youth become adolescents, they may present the outward 
appearance of not needing adults. While part of growing up is 
gaining autonomy, don’t be fooled! Participating alongside youth is 
critical for all ages, maybe even more so for older youth.  

 

 • Ask lots of 
questions 

 As with challenge level, the questions you ask youth should 
increase in depth as youth get older. And while younger youth may 
be initially more responsive to questions, it’s just as important to 
use questions to engage older youth in critical thinking as it is for 
younger youth. 

 

 • Promote 
learning 
connections 

 Older youth may have more school/academic requirements than 
younger youth. In addition they have a richer experience base to 
draw from, the older they get. So, as with many of the active 
learning strategies, the depth of learning connections you 
promote can increase with older youth. 
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Thinking through age and content 
The previous page provides lots of guidance about how to think about active learning for younger youth, for     older youth, 
and across the various content areas you may provide in your youth program. However, the details of this vary as much 
as the youth programs across the country vary. Use this sheet to work out how you might offer particular active learning 
experiences to youth of different ages.  

 

Donʼt forget the strategies, listed in the box on the previous page!  

 

Content Grades 1-5 Grades 6-8 Grades 9-12 
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active learning: 

in your 
program 
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Case studies 
Below are brief examples that show how active learning can be used with different subjects and age groups. 
 
 
1.  Digital  Photography  
In an afterschool photography workshop, many of the 
youth had not used a digital camera before.  Staff had 
youth work in pairs for 10 minutes to experiment with 
the different functions.  
During this time, staff asked 
youth questions about their 
photos (e.g., How did you get 
it to be in black and white?  
How can you get it to zoom 
in to get a close-up?  Is 
there a way to make it 
brighter?).  Staff had pairs of 
youth who had learned one 
of the camera’s functions share their discovery with 
another pair. After sharing all of the functions they 
discovered, the group experimented with composition 
and contrast.  
 
Photo by opencage.info http://opencage.info/pics.e/large_8913.asp 

 
2.  Leading through Service 
Ninth graders were planning a service project in which 
they would read with first graders at the local elementary 
school.  The high school students needed first to 
strengthen their leadership skills. For the first activity, 
youth paired up and adults blindfolded one youth in 
each pair.  The blindfolded youth was led around the 
room by their partner. After the partners switched roles, 
individuals described what it felt like to be both a leader 
and a follower and what skills they used in each role. 
The youth then participated in various games in which 
they practiced aspects of leadership.  
 
Later, the adult provided a form for the group to 
complete in order to plan the “Reading is Fun” activity. 
The group got stuck arguing about what to do but 
questions from the adult helped them clarify their goal 
for the project. Once at the elementary school, the adult 
leader stayed in the background while the youth carried 
out their activities. The adult remained present yet 
stepped in only twice when a youth seemed to be stuck 
in figuring out what to do next. At the end, each youth 
completed a poster describing their experience on the 
project.  

 
3.  Poets Unite 
An adult leader noticed that the middle schoolers in the 
afterschool writing workshop struggled to use descriptive 
language. As an opening activity in the next 
session, she had them 
close their eyes and use 
their hands to feel 
different objects and 
explore textures. 
Similar exercises 
focused on sound, 
taste, and smell. 
Individuals described 
what they had seen, 
felt, heard, and tasted 
and were asked to 
come up with 
uncommon adjectives to describe the 
sensory experiences. Next, she shared with them some 
poems that used interesting language and asked the 
youth what they noticed in the words. In the next 
session, youth wrote free-verse poems about one of their 
sensory experiences.  
 
Poem courtesy of Measha Joint School District http://www.mjsd.k12.wi.us 

 
4. Local History 
Third graders were working on an assignment to write 
and present a biography on some person in their state 
who made a significant contribution.  Staff asked youth 
to brainstorm buildings, major roads, and statues in their 
neighborhoods that were named after people.  Once they 
had a long list, youth paired up 
and chose an individual.  They 
then brainstorm a list of things 
they want to know about the 
person or their life.  Pairs used 
the internet, library, and 
interviews with local residents to 
gather information.  After a few 
days of research, the pairs wrote 
a story or a skit describing the 
individual’s life.  

 
Photo by David Hume Kennerly, White House. [Public domain], via Wikimedia Commons

   Fingers pry it loose, head tilts back,  
and I toss a violet sphere  of sweet and sour water high in the air, 
catching it in my mouth like a pro. 
My teeth pinch, 
piercing the lining 
to feel a tasty, squashy, crunch  as if I popped a water balloon. 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Looking for Active Learning 
As you read the case studies from the previous page or observe a live activity, record evidence for each of the   
Active Learning strategies in the chart below. How were these strategies carried out? How could they be carried  
out even better? 
 
 
Name of Observation or Case Study: _________________________________________ 
 
Great Content 

Provide stimulating activities   Provide appropriate challenge  

Adult Support 

Engineer success but allow for mistakes  Ask lots of questions  

Participate alongside youth  Promote learning connections  

How would you further expand the inclusion of the Active Learning strategies? 
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Lots of examples  
Below are brief examples that show how active learning can be used with different subjects and age groups. You can 
build on each of these ideas, adjusting for the ages and interests of the youth you work with.  
 

Elementary School Age 

• Discover what kinds of food squirrels or birds 
most like to eat by conducting experiments 
outside and tracking the results with tally marks, 
graphs, or pictures.  

• Teach the importance of healthy eating by 
highlighting the problems with fast and processed 
foods.  Brainstorm ways to get a healthy, 
balanced meal in youthsʼ neighborhoods.  

• Reinforce awareness of time by having kids 
predict what they can do in a certain amount of 
time (e.g., how many jumping jacks in one 
minute, how many minutes to write the whole 
alphabet in cursive, etc.). Run the experiments, 
and then compare predictions and results.  

• Have students doodle on a piece of paper for one 
minute. Put all the drawings in a box and have 
each student choose one. Have groups of three 
write or tell a story that uses all three doodles as 
story elements. 

• Take an imaginary trip to the moon (or anywhere) 
to help children learn new words.  Think about 
what to pack, what youʼll see, how youʼll get 
there, and what youʼll do on the trip.  

• Make trading cards for favorite story characters. 
Include a drawing, quotes, and facts about the 
character on the card.  

Middle School Age 

• Host a journalism program, and put out a monthly 
newsletter. Have the group actively explore the 
kind of features and layout that might generate 
the most interest. 

• Learn about communication through symbol 
systems (e.g., hieroglyphics, Morse code). 
Analyze rules for a code. Apply the rules to 
decipher and create coded messages using the 
code.  

• Investigate the workings of a fuel cell compared 
to a combustion engine.  

• Have youth identify an invasive species in their 
local ecosystem and work with environmentalists 
to devise a plan to alleviate the problem in their 
area.  

• Test the effectiveness of different length and 
thickness of rubber bands when used as bungee 
cords for a doll.  Track the results on a coordinate 
plane. Determine if there is a relationship 
between the qualities of the rubber bands and the 
length of the fall.   

• Use web-authoring software to create an online 
“choose your own adventure” story. Use 
hyperlinks to connect related parts of the story.  

High School Age 

• Have young people interview people who hold 
jobs that theyʼre interested in. Then have young 
people create imaginary resumes highlighting the 
education and experiences that might help them 
to get that job. 

• Have older students write books for younger 
readers. Help the authors to understand what 
makes picture books exciting and intriguing to 
younger kids.  

• Prepare youth for “the real world” by having them 
work out a budget for a few different scenarios. 
Will they rent or buy a house? What will their 
major source of income be? What non-essentials 
do they want to have (e.g., cell phone, cable 
television, etc.)? 

• Have youth design a nightclub for teenagers and 
create a marketing plan for it.  

• Help youth to create a "teen-friendly" website for 
their town or to redesign their town's website so 
that it is more interesting to teenagers.  

• Investigate the amount of pollution produced by 
cars and how alternative energy sources might 
alleviate this problem.  Have youth create their 
own cars using alternative energy sources. 
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Active Learning Lesson Planning Form  
Expand on the ideas from the previous page, or generate new ideas using the layout below.  Check off the strategies at 
the bottom of the page as you incorporate them into the plan.  

 
Description of Activity: 
Consider an opening activity (hook), transitions between activity segments, and closure (reflection).  
 
 
 
 

1. Great content: 
 Provide stimulating activities  
 Provide appropriate challenge  

2. Adult support: 
 Engineer success but allow for mistakes 
 Participate alongside youth 
 Ask lots of questions 
 Promote learning connections 
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Sharing Active Learning with Others   
 
If you’ve completed the training and want to share the concepts of Active Learning with other staff at your agency, 
we have some suggestions for how to do this. You can give an overview of the strategies and provide a brief activity 
to give them a taste of what Active Learning looks like in youth work.  
 
I f  you have 30-minutes… 
 

Materials 

 
� Web access and a projector  
� A few extra coins  
� Handout: The Basics, page 5, one per participant 
� Handout: Case Studies, page 23, one per group of 2 – 3 
� Handout: Looking for Active Learning, page 24, one per group of 2 – 3 
� Index Cards 

 

Opening 
Activity 

7 minutes 

 
1. Introduce yourself and welcome participants to the workshop and overview the agenda for 

todayʼs workshop.  
2. Engage participants in getting to know each other by leading an icebreaker. Try this one:  

a. Have each participant find a coin (from their pocket or purse).  
b. Have participants pair up and share with each other what they were doing or what they remember 

from the year that the coin was minted.  
c. Have participants flip coins. If the coins end up the same way (2 heads or 2 tails) they each keep 

their coin. If they end up opposite (1 heads and 1 tails) they trade coins. Have participants find new 
partners and repeat steps b and c as many times as time allows. 

 

Central Ideas 
and Practice 

10 minutes 

 
3. Watch the teaser online at www.learning.cypq.org  
4. Distribute The Basics. Review the strategies and expand on them using what you learned 

during the training. Ask for questions and comments about the strategies. 
 

Application 

10 minutes 

 
5. Break participants into groups of 2 – 3. Distribute Case Studies and Looking for Active 

Learning to each group. Have participants complete Looking for Active Learning for one of 
the case studies.    Ask and Discuss which strategies participants found in the case 
studies and how they would enhance the cases to include more active learning. 
 

Closing 

3 minutes 

 
6. Ask participants to reflect on the workshop and write on an index card how theyʼll use what 

they learned about Active Learning in their programs. 
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If you have more time, you can expand the workshop to include the light bulb activity. If you attended the live 
training you probably did this activity. This longer activity is great for staff if you feel comfortable leading it! 
 
I f  you have 60-minutes… 
 

Materials 

 
� Web access and a projector  
� A few extra coins  
� Handout: The Basics, page 5, one per participant 
� Handout: Lighting a Light Bulb, page 29, one per group of 2 – 3  
� (1) Light bulb (flashlight size), (1) “D” battery, (2) short wires, one set per group of 2 – 3  
� Handout: Case Studies, page 23, one per group of 2 – 3 
� Handout: Looking for Active Learning, page 24, one per group of 2 – 3 
� Index Cards 

 

Opening 
Activity 

25 minutes 

 
1. Introduce yourself and welcome participants to the workshop and overview the agenda for 

todayʼs workshop.  
2. Engage participants in getting to know each other by leading an icebreaker.  
3. Distribute Lighting a Light Bulb. Have groups of 2 – 3 determine which photo represents 

the configuration that will make the bulb light. Discuss. For each photo ask, “Will this work 
to light the light bulb?  Why or why not?” 

4. Distribute light bulbs, batteries, and two wires to each group and ask participants to figure 
out a way to light the bulb. Circulate. Pay attention to where participants get stuck. Ask 
questions and make comments that help the groups get to the correct solution.  Encourage 
participants to share with each other what they already understand about how to light a light 
bulb.  
 

Central Ideas 
and Practice 

15 minutes 

 
5. Watch the teaser online at www.learning.cypq.org  
6. Distribute The Basics. Review the strategies and expand on them using what you learned 

during the training. Ask for questions and comments about the strategies. 
 

Application 

15 minutes 

 
7. Distribute Case Studies and Looking for Active Learning to each group. Have participants 

complete Looking for Active Learning for one of the case studies.   Ask and Discuss which 
strategies participants found in the case studies and how they would enhance the cases to 
include more active learning. 

 

Closing 

5 minutes 

 
8. Ask participants to reflect on the workshop and write on an index card how theyʼll use what 

they learned about Active Learning in their programs. 
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Lighting a Light Bulb 
 Which of the configurations below will light the bulb? 
 
 

 
Option A 

 
 
 

 
Option B 

 
Option C 

 
Option D 
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More ideas for Sharing Active Learning with Others  
Bring Active Learning ideas into your staff meetings by using the materials in Beyond the Basics. Below are suggested 
activities to accompany each set of content.  
 
Strategies (pages 9 – 11) 
Discuss with staff the big ideas youth are exposed to in 
and outside of school. Then brainstorm ways to provide 
concrete experiences to support those big ideas. For 
example, someone might mention climate change as a big 
idea. A concrete experience could be to chart the weather 
patterns and speak with a meteorologist to analyze the 
results.  
 
Alternatively, guide staff to think about some concrete 
experiences youth have every day. Then discuss how staff 
can help youth connect the concrete experiences to the 
big ideas that explain them. For example, youth listen to 
the radio every day and sing along to their favorite songs. 
Maybe staff suggest a music class where youth can learn 
to read and write musical notes. 
 
Guided Discovery (page 13)  
Demonstrate each of the three types of instructional styles 
by having groups of staff rotate through three stations. 
Some suggested activities:  

1. Direct Instruction: give staff an article on a highly 
scientific subject and ask them to quietly read it to 
themselves.  

2. Pure Discovery: give staff some square sheets of 
paper and an already-folded origami figure. Have 
them mimic the folds without assistance. 

3. Guided Discovery: work side-by-side to help staff 
learn to tie a friendship bracelet from embroidery 
thread. 

After staff experience these stations, have a discussion: 
How did each experience feel? Where did learning occur? 
How might different kids experience these different 
teaching styles? 
 
Scaffolding (page 16) 
Have staff help each other think about how to scaffold 
activities for the youth they work with. Working in groups of 
three, have each staff member divide a sheet of paper into 
four quadrants. In the first quadrant, they can describe an 
activity they plan to lead. Then the papers are passed 
clockwise around the circle. The next person reads the 
description on the page, and then fills in the second 
quadrant with information about the youth in reference to 
that activity (e.g., youth interests, abilities, etc.). Then the 
papers are passed again clockwise around the circle. In 
the third quadrant, staff record their ideas for how to  
 

scaffold the activity for those youth. Once everyone has 
contributed ideas, the papers are passed back to the 
original author. Each staff member reads the input from 
their peers, and asks any questions they have. They can 
record notes in the fourth quadrant.  
 
Across Age & Content (page 19) 
Write a different content area (e.g., art, math, literature, 
sports, etc.) at the top of large sheets of paper. Have staff 
rotate to each of the sheets and brainstorm active learning 
activities that could work for different age groups. After all 
the ideas are posted, have staff do a gallery walk to gather 
ideas from the posted sheets. 
 
You might also partner with school-day staff to present to 
afterschool staff what major content topics are a focus for 
them, or what typical developmental patterns they see 
among youth of a particular age band.  
 
Looking for Active Learning (page 24) 
Staff could arrange to observe each other in action, and 
use the handout on page 24 to record elements of active 
learning that they observe. After the observation, staff 
could meet to review the observation notes and to reflect 
on instruction. Staff may wish to first participate the 
Quality Coaching workshop to develop skills in this area.  
 
Lesson Plan (page 26) 
Encourage staff to consider the strategies for active 
learning as they’re planning their activities. If they plan for 
and prepare to use the strategies before the session, they 
may be more likely to employ them! 
 
Research Review (page 33 – 36) 
Have staff read the Research Review before coming to the 
meeting. Begin the session by having staff underline two 
sentences in the text that stand out as important or 
intriguing. Have staff form group of no larger than 4. Have 
one person in each group begin by reading the statement 
that they underlined, without going into why they 
underlined it. The person to the left then shares their 
thoughts on the quote the leader read aloud. The next 
person shares their thoughts on that same quote, and so 
on until it gets back to the leader. Then the leader has the 
“last word” to share their thoughts. Then the leadership 
shifts to the next person. Debrief with the large group once 
all of the small groups have completed the exercise. 
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Active Learning: The research 

This section presents a review of research related to the active learning method. 
 
The idea of active learning has been around at least since 
Socrates and arguably was the way first humans learned 
(Lorenzen, 2001). An educational buzzword in the 1980s, 
the phrase has been championed by some (Bonwell & 
Eison, 1991), dismissed by others (Kirschner, Sweller, & 
Clark, 2006), and used as an umbrella term for a variety of 
educational practices (Prince, 2004). This document 
discusses various definitions of active learning by 
practitioners and researchers, reviews theoretical and 
empirical research related to active learning, and presents 
the definition of support for active learning used for the 
Youth PQA and Youth Work Methods training series.  
 
Note that while most of the research reviewed is from 
studies of classrooms, some important differences 
distinguish out-of-school time (OST) contexts. Most 
studies presented here use educational achievement as 
their primary outcome and this is often not the primary goal 
of OST activities. In addition, OST programs often have 
more voluntary attendance than school classrooms, so 
youth enjoyment and motivation may take on a heightened 
salience. Nevertheless, the majority of research done on 
active learning has occurred in education and we believe 
this research has much to offer the OST field.  
 

Multiple Definitions 
 
Most definitions of active learning (see figure at right) 
involve some variation of ‗doing‘ rather than ‗just listening‘; 
for example, the National Research Council (2004) 
describes this idea as follows:Over the long term  

 
[students] are more likely to engage when they are asked 
to conduct rather than read about experiments; to 

participate in debate and role playing rather than listen to a 
lecture; or to create a model and complete projects rather 
than answer questions about how a process works. 
 
One researcher, subscribing to the ‗doing‘ definition, 
argues that learning contexts should be set up for the 
―having of wonderful ideas‖ (Duckworth, 2007). A common 
simple version of the doing definition is ―Children‘s active 
involvement with materials, experiences, and social 
relationships‖ (Falk, 2009, p. 3). 
 
But some definitions of active learning also include choice: 
―help[ing] people take control of their own learning‖ 
(Bransford, Brown, & Cocking, 1999, p. 12). Some 
definitions include metacognition: ―students must engage 
in such higher-order thinking tasks as analysis, synthesis, 
and evaluation… strategies promoting active learning 
[should] be defined as instructional activities involving 
students in doing things and thinking about  
 
 
what they are doing‖ (Bonwell & Eison, 1991). Still others 
argue that cooperative strategies are part of active 
learning (Falk, 2009). Or that active learning is a term to 
describe how some learners prefer active experimentation 
over other learning experiences (Kolb, Boyatzis, & 
Mainemelis, 2001). Finally, yet another different definition 
is as follows: ―experiencing the world in new ways, forming 
new affiliations, and preparation for future learning‖ (Gee, 
2007). 
 
Active learning as a pedagogical style goes hand in hand 
with content. Several argue that active learning content 
should be interesting or relevant for students (Davidson, 
1999; Falk, 2009), and should be at a high but achievable 
challenge level (National Research Council and the 
Institute of Medicine, 2004). In addition, implicit in many 
definitions of active learning is the element of intentionally 
designed learning environments. That is, active learning 
does not primarily refer just to exploration, but to leaders 
intentionally creating an environment in which learners can 
explore purposefully and with guidance. 
 

How people learn 
 
A comprehensive review of learning theories from 
developmental science is beyond the scope of this review. 
However, before addressing the research on  
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active learning, we will discuss several notable theoretical 
frameworks about how learning occurs.  
 
Piaget argued that learning occurs through a process he 
called equilibration. Piaget described the conflict that 
occurs when new information is encountered and must  
 
be assimilated into existing ways of thinking, or ways of 
thinking must be accommodated to include the new 
information (Piaget, 1954). This conflict produces 
disequilibrium, and a person is motivated by a desire to 
return to equilibrium. So, a Piagetian child is an active 
learner, motivated by the desire to have an accurate 
internal representation of the world. In addition, Piagetʼs 
well-known stage model presents development as a 
progression through stages, toward increasing abstraction. 
 
Vygotskyʼs concept of learning was similar to Piagetʼs 
except that his theory more broadly included interaction, 
culture, and language. A child in Vygotskyʼs framework is 
interacting with adults and peers, motivated to become an 
adult member of the culture. This child may experience 
conflict between ways of thinking (like Piaget), between 
child and environment, between nature and nurture, etc. 
(Miller, 2001). The child would then seek synthesis of 
conflicting elements, through interaction. Vygotsky coined 
the term ʻzone of proximal developmentʼ (ZPD) as “the 
distance between what a child can do independently, and 
what the child can do in interaction with an adult or a more 
advanced peer” (Siegler & Alibali, 2005). Learning and 
developmental change occur in the ZPD. Adults can 
provide scaffolding to help children perform at a higher 
level than they could alone (Rogoff, 1993). Vygotskyʼs 
perspective is useful for active learning, particularly for the 
lens it provides for group learning experiences and the 
challenge level of content that is appropriate. 
 
Fischer (1980) presented a model that integrates the 
constructivism of Piaget, the culturally embedded reality 
described by Vygotsky, and a dynamic mechanism for 
learning. Fischer described the development of skills as a 
hierarchical process in which simpler skills build into more 
complex systems through connections. He separated the 
progression of skills into tiers, beginning with a sensory-
motor tier in which the child acts on and perceives things 
or events in the world. In the second tier, the child creates 
representational sets, designating concrete characteristics 
of specific objects, events, or people. In the third tier, the 
child creates abstract sets, which are general, intangible 
attributes of broad categories of objects, events, or people. 
Fischer theorized that beyond the abstract tier, another tier 
will develop from combinations of abstractions, and so 
forth into adulthood. Movement from one tier to the next 
occurs when the child makes connections between the 
objects and ideas they interact with, through what Fischer 
calls transformations. Adults can encourage 
transformations by providing opportunities for youth to  

 
actively put together or take apart the actions and ideas 
that make up skills, and through scaffolding – social 
support that goes beyond prompting or modeling to actual 
co-participation in a task (Fischer & Bidell, 2006).  
 
The classic developmental learning theories of Piaget, 
Vygotsky, and Fisher all promote the idea that learners are 
actively engaged in the learning process. These are 
compatible theories that emphasize different aspects of 
learning. In addition, all three present learning as a 
process of developing increasingly complex or abstract 
understandings of the world—though with different 
motivations and through different mechanisms. The idea of 
scaffolding as a key support for learning derives directly 
from Vygotskyʼs theory and is explicitly described in 
Fisherʼs model. The importance of experiences that 
challenge and push a child to refine their current 
understanding of the world is present in all three models. 
 
Research on Active Learning 
 
In 1999, the National Research Council (NRC) produced 
How people learn (Bransford et al., 1999), an easy-to-read 
synthesis of what is known about brain science, cognitive 
development and learning design. The NRC had three 
recommendations for teaching: (1) teachers must work 
with studentʼs preexisting understandings; (2) Teach in 
depth with facts, concepts, organized knowledge; (3) 
Integrate metacognitive skills. The authors mention active 
learning several times throughout this document, in the 
context of these three recommendations. 
 
Several studies have been conducted in which an active 
learning approach to teaching goes head-to-head with 
other approaches. The simplicity of these studies is 
compelling because all one has to do is compare some 
measure of learning at the end and see if the students in 
the active learning treatment learned more. But the 
definitional ambiguity described above affects the 
interpretation of these findings. In a seminal article, Mayer 
(2004) provides the useful image replicated in figure 2. He 
argues that learning is not confined to cell <d>, where 
learners are both physically and mentally engaged; but 
can also occur in cell <b>. In other words, active learning 
happens in the learnersʼ head and it may or may not 
include hands-on involvement. 
 
Mayer (2004) argues that there is ample evidence that 
discovery teaching methods—i.e., presenting learners with 
tasks or challenges with little or no guidance—are not 
effective. He presents several empirical examples from the 
1950s through the 1980s in which students are given 
learning tasks, typically in three conditions: pure discovery, 
guided discovery, and expository techniques. In every 
case, students learn the most in the guided discovery 
condition and the least in the pure discovery contexts. So  
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the guided discovery techniques Mayer supports should be 
part of a useful active learning approach. 
 
Figure 2. Dimensions of active learning from Mayer (2004) 
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In agreement about the problems of pure discovery 
methods, Schwartz and Bransford (1998) suggest that 
there is “a time for telling”, in which directly transmitting 
information to students is the most appropriate action. 
They present three studies in which students who analyze 
contrasting cases before hearing lectures do better on 
prediction tasks than students in other conditions (e.g., 
summary + lecture, contrasting cases only, summarizing a 
chapter). They argue that “telling” is effective and 
appropriate when students have developed adequate prior 
knowledge—and that we cannot expect students to 
discover every concept. 
 
In a meta-analysis of 395 experimental studies of 
instructional practices and their associations with student 
achievement, Marzano (1998, 2003) lists ʻactive student 
engagementʼ as one of two macrostrategies or key guiding 
principles for instruction (For summary, see Edvantia, 
2005). Marzano presents the following specific 
microstrategies related to active learning: identifying 
similarities and differences; summarizing and note taking; 
cooperative learning; generating and testing hypotheses; 
and activating prior knowledge via questions, cues, 
advance organizers. Note that these practices are not 
necessarily in line with simple ʻdoingʼ definitions of active 
learning, but are in line with definitions that emphasize 
cognitive active learning that student can engage in. 

 
Our Definition  
 
 Based on the review of research presented here, 
we describe active learning as an instructional strategy 
that is close to guided discovery, but with emphasis on the 
challenge level of the content. Challenge for youth must be 
appropriate for their age level and their skill. Challenge is 
necessary to move youth forward in their learning. We 
argue that active learning occurs in youth. That’s why this 
method is truly about providing support for Active 
Learning. We cannot make kids actively process in their 
heads, but we can do lots to encourage active learning. In  
 

addition, we insist that active learning is not the same as 
hands-on learning. What we want is for youth to mentally  
 
engage with the content. This may or may not involve 
physical activity. However, engaging learners in activities is 
often a great way to both motivate participation and to 
stimulate readiness to learn. Hands-on activities can be 
great, but only with strong adult support. This support 
includes planning activities engineered for youth to 
succeed but that also allow for mistakes and learning from 
these mistakes. Activities that are hands-on or physical 
can promote both motivation and can provide the context 
in which participants are ready to learn. But hands-on is 
not enough. To realize the potential of hands-on learning, 
staff provide support to youth in their learning through 
encouragement, asking questions that stimulate thinking 
and build relationships, participating alongside the youth 
in activities, promoting connections, and seeking high 
performance from learners.  
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The Youth Work Methods are powerful strategies for working with young people, based
on positive youth development. The Methods are a key part of the Youth Program Quality
Intervention (YPQI), a comprehensive system for integrating assessment and training. Each
Method is linked to assessment items and designed to help youth workers improve the areas
they choose to focus on.

Center for Youth
David P. Weikart

Program Quality

The Youth Work Methods Series

Youth Engagement Voice & Choice Providing young people with authentic, meaningful choices and a 
voice in the program are hallmarks of truly engaging environments.
Planning and Reflection The planning and reflection process, central to the Weikart
Center approach for every age, can turn a fun activity into a powerful learning experience!

Youth Interaction Building Community A strong, welcoming community can encourage positive peer 
relationships, personal growth, and create a space for learning.
Cooperative Learning  Using small groups to meet the social and intellectual needs of 
youth can result in productive and collaborative experiences.

Supportive Environment Active LearningMeaningful content and adult support are key ingredients for creating an 
interesting and productive learning environment. 
Asking Questions Build supportive, youth-centered relationships by asking effective 
questions and listening actively to youth.
Encouragement Empower and support youth to learn through the use of specific, non-
evaluative comments and questions.
Reframing Conflict  In this approach, adults support youth in addressing their conflicts, 
and youth have a voice in determining both the cause and the solution to the conflict.
Homework Help Implement research-based strategies for making homework time 
productive, organized around providing positive adult support, effective routines, and 
communication with teachers.

Safe Environment Structure and Clear Limits  Appropriate structure and clear limits can provide stability, 
predictability, and organization for youth—a safe and productive space for learning! 
Introduction to Youth Development This course describes the overall Methods series, 
rooted in positive youth development, education, and psychological theory and research.
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The Youth Work Methods are based in positive youth development research, and designed 
to create a safe, supportive, and productive environment for youth. The approach is premised 
on the belief that it is a youth worker’s job to set up an environment for youth in which needs 
are met and learning is encouraged—to create a space in which youth can thrive!  
 
The pyramid below provides a way to organize the many, many things a youth worker does  
to build a great experience for young people.
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