
 Three Key Active Learning Needs — 
and How to Support Them Through 
Smart Classroom Design
Active learning is an approach to instruction in 
which students are actively engaged in the learning 
process, instead of just sitting and taking in 
information. Research suggests that active learning 
is more effective at promoting deeper learning 
and understanding than traditional “sit and get” 
approaches.

According to Cornell University’s Center for 
Teaching Innovation, “Active learning methods ask 
students to fully participate in their learning by 
thinking, discussing, investigating, and creating. In 
active learning classrooms, students may be asked 
to practice skills, solve problems, struggle with 
complex questions, propose solutions, and explain 
ideas in their own words through writing and 
discussion.” 

Here’s a closer look at what active learning looks 
like, why it’s important — and how to design 
dynamic learning environments that effectively 
support and promote active learning strategies.

HOW ACTIVE LEARNING IMPROVES  
STUDENT OUTCOMES

Active learning can take many forms. Here are 
some of the most common:

 • Student-led inquiry

 • Discussion and debate

 • Role-playing exercises

 • Small group collaboration

 • Project-based learning

 • Peer instruction

Active learning is important because it leads 
to higher-order thinking and deeper learning. 

Listening to a lecture, reading a textbook, or 
watching a video can be useful in promoting 
learning at the lower end of Bloom’s Taxonomy, 
such as having students remember or understand 
information. But these techniques aren’t enough 
to promote higher-order skills such as applying, 
analyzing, and evaluating information.
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Active learning also helps foster essential 21st 
century skills such as communication, collaboration, 
creativity, critical thinking, and problem solving. 
When students are thinking, discussing, sharing, 
making, and collaborating, they are not only 
creating new knowledge — they’re practicing the 
skills that today’s employers desire.

For instance, the National Association of Colleges 
and Employers asked hiring managers to identify 
which skills are most important to them in the 
candidates they hire, beyond a strong GPA and the 
technical knowledge required for the job. Problem 
solving and the ability to work in a team were 
among the top responses  — and these are skills 
that active learning helps develop.

There is plenty of evidence to suggest that active 
learning improves academic achievement as well. 
A review of the research indicates that active 
learning leads to greater retention and transfer 
of information, better student engagement and 
motivation, and less frequent course failure rates, 
among other benefits. 

THE CONNECTION BETWEEN MOVEMENT  
AND LEARNING

There is another aspect of active learning that is 
critical: It gives students opportunities to move 
around during class, which leads to better health 
and achievement. 

Sitting still, keeping quiet, and listening to 
instruction does little to help students process 
and internalize new information. But it’s also a less 
effective learning strategy from a physiological 
standpoint. 

Movement increases students’ blood flow, which 
awakens their cells and stimulates their brains. In 
turn, students feel more alert and can focus more 
effectively on their learning.

“Research shows that when we exercise, blood 
pressure and blood flow increase everywhere in the 
body, including the brain,” writes University of Illinois 
at Urbana-Champaign Associate Professor Justin 
Rhodes for Scientific American. “More blood means 
more energy and oxygen, which makes our brain 
perform better.” 

A report from the Centers for Disease Control and 
Prevention observes that physical activity “can 
have an impact on cognitive skills, attitudes, and 
academic behavior, all of which are important 
components of improved academic performance. 
These include enhanced concentration and  
attention, as well as improved classroom behavior.” 

With a growing number of schools cutting back 
on recess and other chances for students to be 
physically active, incorporating movement into the 
classroom by getting students out of their chairs and 
interacting with each other and with the content in 
meaningful ways becomes even more important. 

   Produce new or original work 
Design, assemble, construct, conjecture, develop, formulate, author, investigate

   Justify a stand or decision 
appraise, argue, defend, judge, select, support, value, critique, weigh

   Draw connections among ideas 
differentiate, organize, relate, compare, contrast, distinguish, examine, experiment, question, test

   Use information in new situations 
execute, implement, solve use demonstrate, interpret, operate, schedule, sketch

   Explain ideas or concepts 
classify, describe, discuss, explain, identify, locate, recognize, report select, translate

   Recall facts and basic concepts 
define, duplicate, list, memorize, repeat, state

Vanderbilt University Center for Teaching

Bloom’s Taxonomy
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Teachers can combine active learning with opportunities for physical movement by using strategies such as 
gallery walks, role playing exercises, or activities modeled after escape room games — in which students 
have to solve a series of puzzles scattered around the classroom. 

In a gallery walk, the teacher sets up various stations around the room, each with a different discussion 
question. Students rotate through the stations in small groups, reflecting on each question (and the  
answers that others have given) and then adding their own responses. When the students return to the 
station where they started, each group synthesizes the responses to that question and presents a summary 
to the entire class.  

PROMOTING ACTIVE LEARNING THROUGH 
SMART CLASSROOM DESIGN

“The design of the learning space plays a critical 
role in supporting — or hindering — active 
learning. Arranging student desks in traditional 
rows facing the front of the classroom isn’t 
conducive to active learning; instead, students 
need space to move around, and they need 
opportunities to interact and work together in 
small groups.

As you think about how to design classroom spaces 
that can effectively support active learning, here 
are three key requirements to guide you.

Flexible learning spaces

The learning space must be flexible enough 
to accommodate a wide range of educational 
activities. 

There will be times when the teacher will want 
to deliver whole-group instruction to the entire 
class, such as when introducing new content; 

in these cases, seating should be arranged so 
that every student has a clear line of sight to the 
presentation at the front of the classroom. At other 
times, students will be engaged in hands-on, active 
learning strategies, such as small group projects 
or discussions — and they’ll need opportunities to 
work in close proximity to each other. 

Learning spaces can be designed to support a 
variety of activities through the use of separate 
learning zones for each type of activity, and/or 
moveable furniture that can be arranged in various 
configurations. For example, tables and chairs that 
are on casters can easily be moved around the 
room to create agile learning spaces, and tables 
that fit together in multiple configurations — such 
as groups of three, four, or five — can support 
flexible group sizes for collaborative work.

When learning spaces are designed with flexibility 
in mind, teachers and students can easily set up 
the room (or move from zone to zone) to support 
whatever activity they will be engaging in that day.

https://select.schoolspecialty.com/


4 | SchoolSpecialty.com | 1-888-388-3224

HOW TO LEARN MORE

The research is clear: Active learning helps students 
learn content more deeply. It leads to higher-order 
thinking, and it fosters the 21st-century skills that 
will be critical for success in students’ careers. 
However, the right kind of classroom environment 
is needed for active learning to succeed.

To learn how School Specialty’s Projects By Design 
division can help you design dynamic learning 
spaces that effectively support active learning, 
call (800) 305-0174, email projectsbydesign@
schoolspecialty.com, or go to  
schoolspecialty.com/projects-by-design.

Opportunities for movement

To facilitate student movement, classrooms 
should include plenty of open spaces, such as 
wide walkways between desks and tables. When 
furniture is on casters, it can be moved around 
easily to create wide-open spaces that can 
accommodate larger group activities. 

Also, consider using furniture that allows for 
movement as students are working, such as stools 
and chairs that enable them to rock gently back 
and forth, stand-up desks and workstations that 
allow them to stretch their legs, and even treadmill 
desks that allow students to walk as they read  
or study. 

Offering students a variety of seating options, 
including both traditional chairs and movement 
seating, lets them choose how they will be  
most comfortable — and therefore effective —  
as they learn.

Tools to support student inquiry and collaboration

As students research topics, brainstorm ideas, 
generate questions, collaborate with their peers, 
and develop products that demonstrate their 
leaning, they need appropriate tools to support 
these activities. 

These tools can be as simple as dry-erase surfaces 
for them to jot down their thoughts, or more 
complex tools such as digital devices, shared 
interactive screens, and online collaborative 
workspaces. 

When you’re designing learning spaces, think  
about how you’ll make these tools easily accessible 
to students throughout the room. For instance, you 
can buy classroom desks and tables with dry-erase 
surfaces for students to write on, or shelving and 
other furniture with built-in whiteboard surfaces 
that give students plenty of spaces to record  
their ideas.

If students will be using digital tools, consider 
choosing desks and tables with built-in power 
supplies and connectivity ports for students to 
plug in and charge their devices wherever they 
might be working, so their work can continue 
uninterrupted by a dying battery.
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