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Th&terms "actlve'lbarning“ and “experientlal learning” appear to be‘uqed Intemhangeably'th?oughOut educational literaturg,

sometimes synonymously, sometimes connoting different meanings. For example, “experlentlal learning” is somatimes used
in reference only to nonclagsroom or oft-campus learning experiences. At other times, the term can be found to describe any
actlon-oriented, “hands-on” approach to learning, In or out of the classroom. The lmpor(a%t thing Is the concept, whatever
‘label we give It. For purposes of this paper, the broader term "active learning” wlll be used

learning concepts and practices, e.g., experlential educatlon, “hinds on" learning, inqulry or discovery |earplng, community- \

Y

B

0 encbmpass a varlety of active

.based education, and-those classroom techniques Involving active partloipation by students. . N
This ERIC Digest will examIne posltive research findings relating active learning to student achlgvemant, review the status
. -of active learning In today’s social’studies clagsrooms, p esent examplaes of active learning practices In specific areas of the .
~ soclal studles, and provide a list of augges!lons and resources for integrating actlve learning into the soclal shudle%classroom. '

o .

What are some positive research findjngs that relate active-

. learning to student achieverntent?

- .

Good teachers have always Instinctively kn'ow"n that many
students seemed happiqst and even sgemed to fearn best
* through *doing." As aarly as 1931, & well-known educational

report (The Hadow Report) proposed that "the cusriculum
Is to be thought of in terms of activity and experience rather
than kndwledge to be acquired or'facts to be stored”
(Massey 1981, p. 39). John Dewey; too, warned that it was
the educator’s responsibility to see that learning grew out
of the conditions of egperlence that arouse’In the learner
an active quest for information and tor production of new
Ideas. ) ’ : “

) Numerous othes lines ot Inquiry have shed a favorable
llght on active learning, most notably, the work of Jean
Plaget. Plaget’s fIndings indicate that the majority of
elemehtary school children are passing through what he
terms the stage of concrete opetatjons—that Is, the
developmental stage in which childrertlearn through the real
problems arising from the use of concrete materials.

" Plaget's active-approach to learning provides opportunities
not only for indiviiual work but also for work in groups. In
-Plaget’s wn words, “Experience I8 always necessary for In-

tellectual development. . . the subject must be active, must _

transform things, and find the structure of his own actio
on objects. When | say ‘active,” | meanit in two senses. One

_ Is acting on materlal things, but the other means doing
things in soclal collaboration,’in a group effort. This leads.
to a’critical frame of mind, ‘where ¢hildren must coms
municate with each othef. This ¥ an essential factor In in-
tellectual development™ (In Labinowicz 1980, p. 209).

. Although few edugators are unaware of Plaget’s wotk,
many Incorrectly assume that actlve learning Is important

" only In the education of yqung children. There I8 a growing

body of research focusing on secondary and postsecondary .

students as active learners rather. than'merely.as passive
receivers of knowledge. In a recent study (Poppenhagen
1981), In which two learning designs of a field-based
graduate course were studled, findings revealed that efforts
to apply experiential/active learning concepts to course
deslgn. resulted In theasurable differences In perceived
quality of learning. A simlilar study, “Fleld-Dependence/
- Independence and Activeé Learning of Verbal and Geometric

/7 Material” (Reardon 1982), suggests tHat fleld dependent

. Individuals (those ped"p1e who tend to be influenced more
than others by the congext in which a perceptual judgment
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has to be made) generally-performed benq:r on learning and
memory tasks when using more active approaches to
learning, - ) . .

What Is the status of active learhing in today’s soclal
studles classrooms? ' :

In 8plte of the ‘fact that researchers are continually

. NMumInating aspects of active lgarning that may be helpfy!

to teachers, research also continues to produce evidence
that teaching in general is not yet dttuned to thelr fiIndings. -
A recently completed research Bynthesis, Project SPAN
(Soclal Studies-Priorities, Practices, and Needs), Ientifleq
problems for soolal studies in the 1980s. The report criticlzed
the tradlitlonal focus on facts and broad concluslons from
history and other soclal sclenoe disciplines rathet thanon =
critical thinking skills, values and attltudes, social science -
concepts, and -social particlpation. The report also con-
c¢luded that teaching modes(in mosty as‘lr‘ooms rarely, If
ever, Inclie Iinquir ' vhlues educatlon,
eXperiential and cq y-pagged legfning, simulations,
rogrammed [nstrlction, or*contrhcts. Moreover, most a
instruction In the socldl studies occurs in large groups with
little use of small group or individual approaches. Evalua-
-tlon procedures are predominantly gssay tests, agsessment
of participation In class discussgions, and grading of student
papbrs. Generé'lly avoided In evaluation are synthesis and 3
evaluatyon, reasoning skilig, and critical and creatlve think:
ing (The Future of Social 3tudles 1982). . o
Simllarly, In his elght-year study on schoollng, John
Goodlad also noted “a preponderance of classroom activity

Including listening; reading textbooks, completings

workbooks and worksheets, and taking quizzes—with a
paucity of activities requiring problem saiving, the dchleve-
ment of group goals, student’s planning and executing 'a”

project, and the like™ (1983, p. 213). In additiqn to Goodlad {

- study, a recent research effort by the National Gouncil for-

the Soclal Stydies (NCSS) reports that'not only do elemen- ]
tary schoal students like social stadies lesg than any other
subject, but also that their favorlte. subject is more
nteresting than soclal studies becgyse It provides for more
opportunities for activitles and for a greater variety of
attivities (Shug 1984). \ . .

»

This ERIC Digest was prepared by Leslie Hendrlkson, Staff
Assoclate, ERIC Clearinghouse for §ocial Studies/Social Science
-Education, Boulder, GO. - - ’
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! © What, specitic areas of the ‘gocial’ studles curtently using information, and Increasing Imerpéfsonal relation- '

emphasize active leaming practices? . ships and soclal particlpation rather thgn sklills requiting -
.t : . predominantly memorlzation and tactual recall; (4) provide

—~——

Despite thgse ovotall trends indicatiing heavy refianca on
toxtbooks, lack of vanety in thaltuctional practices, and in-
attention to the implications of research, certain apas of
the_social studles ‘such as law-rolatad adugation (LRE)
appear to be making gains loward tha implamentation of
active learning instructional practices. As law-related educa-
tion continues to davelop momentum, the.mack trial hay
emerged .as & unighs contribution to active teaghing
strategles. By combining aspects of roleplaying and simula-
tion, students assuma the roles of gharacters in a case, set

up a mock courtroom, and conrduct a simplilied trial. Other ’

active learning mathods employaed In LRE programs include
caso study ®halyses, apinton polls, surveys, and laarning
‘stations (Smith 1983) '
Community-based education, anothar farm of activo
learning involving participation ot students in‘the commu-
nity, has also commanded racani attention in tho teaching
ol citizenship” aducajion. The 1984 NCSS Bulletin (72),
. Citizenship and thg”’Critical Role of the Social Studies,
presents a wide vadety of action-oriented community-based
approachag to teaching ciMzanship, inctuding (1) social-
political action projects, such as s{udonts hecoming
involved in polilical campalgns, attending caucusaes, join-
ing parly and candidate brganizations, avorking with
lagislators, and producing media documentarles of local
prob‘\!ems; (2) communily projects, including studgnt work
in health ¢clinics and on you\h hotlinges. helping a local facil-
ity such as a senior center tut lugl consumption, operating
a community recycling cenler, producing and distributing
a community newspaper, or decorating -or repainting low
income housing; (3) student volunteer servics, such as
volunteering in socidl services agencies like the Red Cross,
day care centers, and hospitals; (4) community study, in

which students survey community attitudes abput real ’
issues, study community institutions, conduct loxtlre-ty?e -
5)

oral history studies, and Tnterview older citizens; and

intarnships, in which a few hours per week are spent with
mayors, prosccutors, judges, lawyers, artists, business
people, weltare workers, and other community resource-
people {Parker and Jarolimek 1984). These are just a few ax-
amples of active learning approaches. While such methods
admittedly reGuire a lot of initial planning, teachers as well
as students benellt from increased knbwledge and motiva-
tion gained Ifrom active learning. In addition, teachers
concerned about the additional classroom time needed (or
active expbriences can lind reassurance in Piaget's words:
“If yoy spend one year studying something verbally that
raquirgs two years of+active study, then you have actually

lost a year. f we were wllling to lose a bit more time and

let the children be active, let them use trial and error on
differant things, then the time’we segm to have lost, we may
have actually gained. Children may- deveiop a general
method that they canusc on othes subjoectd” (In Labinowicz
1980, p. 233). s\

What are some specific recommendations for inforporating
active learning into the soclal studies? ’
-*" The following recommendations *rr]nmarize.suggestions
on contributions that educators can make toward widening
the range of aclive learning instructional approaches. Social
studies educators can (1) assess their own instructional
strengths and weaknesses and make commitments’ to.
improveon at least one new ingtructional lechniqye each
“yeqr, directling attention 10 using new discussion strategles,
community-based aclivilies, surveys, and c@gs8-studies;
(2) provide students with at least one special, long-term
learning experience each year that felates to Important
concepts, gkiills valuing, or participation bjectives —
activities could Include social action, projecigasimYlation
gaming,'peer learning and cross-age teaching programs, and

“RIC individual or group research projects; (3) focus on skills
mm=mm |pyolving active acquiring of informgtion‘, o_rga'nizlng ahd 1 '

tbr Individual difterences and “slow learnars” by develop:
ing an dtmosphere ol acceplance, providing ltor a wide

,varlety of readip abilities, providing a wide variety of

activities and approachas, using carellily planhod ques-
_tions, and gearing evaluation 10 indtvidual abiiities; (5) take
advantage of programs that by their nature Invjte the use
of active lsarning, such as law-related oducation, valuas
ggucation, lacal history, community studles, multicultural
studies, and global studies; (6) obtain community support
by utilizing community resoutce people, educating parents )
about important Jesear¢h on active learning, and par
tigipating in Inservice programs daslgned to asslst teachers
in active mothods; @nd (7) demonstrate patience with
studonts’ Initial exhosure to active learning methods.
Students unused 1o such mathods are likely to feel hositant
and possibly threatened by the prospect of learning on thelr-
own (Mortissett 1982, pp. 107-108). Teachers introducing ac-
tive‘learning methods into a ciassroom for the first time will
nead to provide a I8t of suppott and encouragement, extend-
ad periods ol time for exploration, tasks of manageable com-
plexity, and time for studgnts to verlly that their answers
will be atcepted * .

What resources on ;acllve learning are available through the
ERIC system? "

»

‘Numerous documents describing active 'Pearn“mg and
active approaches to teaching social studies are included
in the ERIC database. In the following list, we have noted
some relevant documents in ERIG; they are identifled by-an
ED number. ERIC documents are avallable for ylewing in
microfiche at lbrartes that subscribe to the ERIC Coliec-
tion. Microliche coples of documents can aiso be purchased
from ERIC Dotument Reprodyction Servite (Box 190,
-Arfington, VA 22210). Paper copies can also be purchased
from EDRS; some are avaljable from the original publisher.
Check Resources in Education (RIE) for ordering
information. ! - '
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