
Hug- og félagsvísindasvið



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Active learning 
Students’ participation in their learning process 

 
Annika Behnsen 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
12 credit thesis for B.Ed. degree in Educational Studies – Primary and Lower Secondary 

Education 

 

Mentor: Kristín Margrét Jóhannsdóttir 

 

 

 

 

Faculty of Education 

School of Humanities and Social Sciences 

University of Akureyri 

June 2018 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



ii 
 

Abstract 
Teachers have to consider different aspects when they prepare how to teach their students. 

Amongst various teaching styles, there are different methods that emphasize the students’ 

active participation in their learning process. Therefore, this thesis will focus on active 

learning and important aspects in connection to it. The aim of this essay is to give the reader a 

detailed overview of what active learning is. The presented information about forms, models 

and methods of active learning are supposed to raise the reader’s interest and awareness for 

the importance of students’ active participation in their learning process. Various methods, 

ideas and researches from different scientists are discussed in order to acquire information 

about the meaning of active learning and its background. Additionally, the author conducted a 

pilot study during an internship at an Icelandic elementary school. The aim of that study was 

to evaluate if students achieve better learning outcomes when they are actively involved in the 

learning process.  

 The results of the thesis emphasize the importance of active learning as it helps the 

students to process new information better and connect them to already existing knowledge 

and experiences. The different aspects that are mentioned in the Icelandic National 

Curriculum as well as the results of the authors’ pilot study confirm these results. In addition 

to that, the results of this thesis show clearly that there are different forms of active learning 

and a variety of methods to implement it. Moreover, the different researches that were 

conducted in Iceland showed that 75% of the observed teaching lessons were described to be 

good. Nevertheless, the results of the different researches showed clearly that tuition in 

Iceland is mainly teacher-orientated and students are passive recipients of knowledge most of 

the time. Those results indicate the necessity to make a change in teaching methods. The 

focus should be on the students’ active participation and therefore teaching methods such as 

active learning should be applied more often.  

 

Útdráttur 
Kennarar þurfa að hafa marga mismunandi þætti í huga þegar þeir undirbúa kennslu nemenda 

sinna. Meðal mismunandi kennsluforma eru mismunandi aðferðir sem leggja áherslu á virka 

þátttöku nemenda í námsferlinu. Ritgerð þessi mun leggja áherslu á virkt nám og mikilvæga 

þætti í tengslum við það. Markmiðið með þessari ritgerð er að gefa lesandanum nákvæma 

yfirsýn yfir það hvað virkt nám í raun er. Upplýsingar um form, módel og aðferðir við virkt 

nám eiga að vekja athygli og vitund lesandans um mikilvægi þess að nemendur taki virkan 

þátt í námsferlinu. Rætt er um ýmsar aðferðir, hugmyndir og rannsóknir frá mismunandi 

vísindamönnum til að komast að merkingu virks náms og bakgrunni þess. Að auki gerði 

höfundur könnun á meðan á starfsnámi stóð við íslenskan grunnskóla. Markmið 

rannsóknarinnar var að sjá hvort nemendur nái betri námsárangri þegar þeir læra með virkri 

þátttöku í námsferlinu. 

 Niðurstöður þessarar ritgerðar leggja áherslu á mikilvægi virkrar þátttöku í 

námsferlinu þar sem það hjálpar nemendum að vinna betur með nýjar upplýsingar og tengja 

þær við þekkingu og reynslu sem þegar er til staðar. Hinir ýmsu þættir sem nefndir eru í 

aðalnámskrá og niðurstöðum könnunar höfundar geta staðfest þessar niðurstöður. Niðurstöður 

ritgerðarinnar sýna einnig greinilega að það eru mismunandi gerðir af virku námi og ýmsar 

aðferðir til að framkvæma það. Þar að auki sýndu mismunandi rannsóknir sem gerðar voru á 

Íslandi að 75% kennslustundanna var lýst sem góðum. Engu að síður sýndu niðurstöður hinna 

ýmsu rannsókna að kennsla á Íslandi er aðallega kennaralæg og nemendur eru því oftast 

óvirkir þekkingarþegnar. Þessar niðurstöður benda til þess að nauðsynlegt sé að breyta 

kennsluaðferðum. Áherslan ætti að vera á þátttöku nemenda og því ætti að beita 

kennsluaðferðum eins og virku námi oftar. 
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1 Introduction  

Student teachers often ask themselves how they want to educate their future students and 

which method of teaching they should choose in order to achieve the best possible learning 

outcomes. In their studies, student teachers read various texts about different teaching 

methods, which are discussed with teachers and other students in class. Researches on 

different teaching methods are studied as well and can help the student teachers to think about 

the advantages and disadvantages of each style of teaching. In addition to that, student 

teachers learn to evaluate the different methods based on their own teaching philosophies. 

Amongst these various teaching styles, there are different methods that emphasize the 

students’ active participation in their learning process. Such participation is especially 

important as it helps the students to process new information better and connect them to 

already existing knowledge and experiences. Moreover, active engagement in the learning 

process gives the chance to apply a variety of methods and therewith respect the individual 

skills, knowledge and experience of each student.  

 Therefore, this thesis will focus on teaching styles in the light of active learning. The 

aim of this essay is to give the reader a detailed overview of what active learning is and 

present the different methods and models that focus on the students’ active participation. The 

thesis provides the reader with information about active learning in order to raise their interest 

and awareness for the importance of students’ active participation. In addition to presenting 

various methods and ideas concerning active learning, as discussed by different scholars, a 

pilot study was conducted and analysed by the author in order to acquire more information 

about active learning. The presented results are supposed to make the reader reconsider what 

kind of focus teachers should set themselves when it comes to the choice of teaching methods. 

 As literature provides various definitions of the term active learning, it is necessary for 

mutual understanding to define the term, as it will be used in this thesis. This will be done in 

chapter two. In that light, different forms as well as models of active learning will be 

presented. In chapter three, the focus is on different aspects concerning education that are 

mentioned in the Icelandic National Curriculum. The fourth chapter discusses different 

teaching methods that focus on the students’ active participation in the learning process and 

points out the variety of methods that can be applied. The results of two researches on 

teaching methods that have been conducted in Iceland are presented in chapter five. A pilot 

study that the author conducted in Ísafjörður is introduced and the results are compared to the 

other two researches in chapter six. Finally, the conclusion is presented in chapter seven. 
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2 Active learning 

The term active learning has appeared in many schoolbooks, as well as on the internet, where 

there are numerous results to be found. In this chapter the term is defined in order to be able 

to talk about it on a common basis. On the website of the Centre for Educational Innovation, 

active learning is defined as an instructional approach that focuses on the students’ 

participation in different activities such as writing, talking or reflecting (Centre for 

Educational Innovation, n.d.). Students and their individual needs in learning are described to 

be the focus of active learning. Therefore, it is explained that active learning is the contrast of 

traditional instruction, which is teacher-orientated and gives the students only a passive role. 

In addition to that, it is pointed out that a variety of different teaching methods and strategies 

can be used in order to teach students through active engagement in the learning process 

(Centre for Educational Innovation, n.d.). On the website of the Centre for Research on 

Learning and Teaching, the widely approved definition of Bonwell and Eison is used where it 

says that “active learning requires students to do meaningful learning activities and think 

about what they are doing” (Centre for research on learning and teaching, n.d).  

 

2.1 Forms of active learning 

The definition in the previous chapter gave a first idea of what active learning is. However, 

that learning approach can take many different forms. Three of them are presented in the 

following chapter in order to deepen the reader´s understanding for the approach of active 

learning. 

 

2.1.1 Learning by doing 

In the light of active learning, the theory learning by doing has a significant meaning. John 

Dewey is well known for his point of view that education should be closely connected to 

learning by doing. As previously described in the definition of active learning, he believes 

that students should do something in order to learn. Moreover, he believes that students 

should get the chance to connect the new things they learn to already known things in order to 

give the new knowledge a meaning (as cited in Ólafur Páll Jónsson, 2010, p. 35). In 

consideration of learning by doing, Piaget also pointed out that physical action of individuals 

leads to construction of their points of view on reality and therewith they deepen their 

understanding for the new knowledge that they receive (as cited in Vollmers, 1997, p. 77). 

The idea of Smart and Csapo supports Dewey´s and Piaget´s ideas as they described that the  
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process of active learning engages students more in the learning process and therewith gives 

them the chance to learn in a deeper way, have a greater ability to solve problems and think 

critically (Csapo & Smart, 2007, p. 456–457). 

 In regards to learning by doing, Dewey described the search for knowledge as a 

practical process and pointed out that children should always get the chance to learn from 

experiences, which means that they do things by themselves (as cited in Auður Pálsdóttir & 

Inga Lovísa Andreassen, 2014, p. 92). Therefore, learning by doing can also be described as 

experiential learning. The term experience is said to be the main aspect when talking about 

content, type and aim of education focused on the students’ participation (as cited in Ólafur 

Páll Jónsson, 2010, p. 19). The Association for Experiential Education (AEE) focused more 

detailed on learning through experiences and explained that “experiential education is a 

process through which a learner constructs knowledge, skill, and value from direct 

experiences” (Adkins & Simmons, 2002, p. 3). This definition is extended by three principles. 

The first principle states that experiential learning takes place through reflection, critical 

analysis and synthesis of certain, well-chosen experiences. The second principle focuses on 

the importance of personal results of learning, that can be used as a basis for future 

experiences and learning. The last principle includes exploration and examination of personal 

values, which is said to be especially important for learners as well as teachers (Adkins & 

Simmons, 2002, p. 3). 

 Moreover, Dewey claimed that the experiences made in the process of learning by 

doing have to be connected to certain subjects of education in a clear way in order to approach 

those subjects (as cited in Ólafur Páll Jónsson, 2010, p. 37). This idea can be supported by 

Piaget, who did not only focus on the connection between experiences and subjects, but who 

explained that individuals have to create a connection within the different topics they learn 

about in order to understand the reality (as cited in Vollmers, 1997, p. 79). Furthermore, 

Dewey explained that personal and active experiences are more important than only visual 

instruction, no matter how good that instruction is. He pointed out that it is not enough for 

children to receive information and knowledge through reading education books or listening 

to the teacher’s lectures. It is necessary that students find solutions to problems by themselves 

and actively take part in research in order to acquire knowledge (Auður Pálsdóttir & Inga 

Lovísa Andreassen, 2014, p. 93). That idea of learning new subject matters by doing 

something actively instead of plain reception of new information can be confirmed by the 

definitions of Smart and Csapo (2007, p. 452) and John Piaget (as cited in Vollmers, 1997, p.  

 



Page 6 of 37 

 

75). In addition to that, Dewey focused more on practical subjects rather than those that 

include only reading, writing and calculating. He explained that children do not receive real 

understanding unless they take an active part in finding solutions for given topics. In 

connection to that, Dewey pointed out that teaching should not always take place in the 

classroom but as well outside of it (as cited in Auður Pálsdóttir & Inga Lovísa Andreassen, 

2014, p. 92).  

 Furthermore, it has been pointed out that even though it is necessary that the students 

are physically active, they also need to consider and reflect what they have learned and done 

during the class so that their mind follows (Auður Pálsdóttir & Inga Lovísa Andreassen, 2014, 

p. 94). Nevertheless, active learning should give students the chance to develop skills of 

higher order thinking, such as analysis, synthesis and evaluation, as well as letting them 

explore their own attitudes and values (Csapo & Smart, 2007, p. 452). 

 This chapter gave an overview of one possible form of active learning and pointed out 

what learning by doing is. It is not the only form of active learning though and self-regulated 

learning is the form, which is presented in the following chapter in order to deepen the 

understanding for the variety of forms of active learning. 

  

2.1.2 Self-regulated learning 

Dignath, Buettner and Langfeldt (2008, p. 102) pointed out that due to changes in the 

availability of information and development of technology, the need for new approaches of 

how to handle information as well as new requirements concerning the learners’ key 

competences, had increased during the previous years. They pointed out that much research 

has been conducted in order to find out the most efficient way of learning. According to them, 

self-regulated learning has developed during the last 30 years in order to meet the demand for 

new approaches. Self-regulated learning is a way of learning where the students take control 

of and evaluate their own learning and therefore it can be described as a form of active 

learning. The idea that students should participate actively in the learning process developed 

due to the introduction of self-regulated learning and research on other types of learning and 

instructions (Buettner, Dignath & Langfeldt, 2008, p. 102). 

 Buettner, Dignath and Langfeldt (2008, p.102) explained that further research 

confirmed the effectiveness of self-regulated learning on learning outcomes as well as 

motivation. Therefore, it has been pointed out that it is very important to teach students how 

to self-regulate learning as that helps them to motivate themselves and improve their learning  
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outcomes. Furthermore, it was pointed out how important it is to teach students how to self- 

regulate their learning in different subjects as well as in a learning environment as that gives 

them the chance to apply the newly received knowledge. Nevertheless, Buettner, Dignath and 

Langfeldt (2008, p. 103) pointed out that there is a need for further research on this topic. 

Even though there are numerous researches to be found on how to teach children the method 

of self-regulated learning, it is still difficult to find clearly defined characteristics of how to 

implement the method in the classroom.  

 Research over the last 10 years has shown that not only older children or university 

students can make use of self-regulated learning, but also younger students in kindergarten or 

primary school. A research conducted by Hattie, Biggs and Purdie, which is described in the 

article of Buettner, Dignath and Langfeldt (2008, p.103), even showed that young children 

benefit most from the method of self-regulated learning. Teaching young children in the 

beginning of their education how to use such methods has the advantage that, by the time they 

start their education, students only start to form their personal learning attitude. Therefore, it 

is easier to correct their way of learning during that early time at school than when the 

students have already developed their style and behaviour of learning when they are older 

(Buettner, Dignath & Langfeldt, 2008, p. 103).  

 Buettner, Dignath & Langfeld (2008, p. 104) also pointed out that different research 

has shown that students are able to develop learning strategies, which are based on their 

personal experiences, by themselves. Teachers can also guide the development of such 

strategies in order to make sure that students receive the knowledge for specific learning 

strategies, like for example self-regulated learning. They emphasized that different research 

results have shown that there is a need to improve different learning strategies through 

training in order to make sure to increase instructions of such learning strategies in primary 

schools (Buettner, Dignath & Langfeldt, 2008, p. 104). 

 Buettner, Dignath and Langfeldt showed that self-regulated training programmes have 

positive influence on their learning outcomes, their use of strategy as well as their motivation 

to learn, for both younger students and older ones (Buettner, Dignath & Langfeldt, 2008, p. 

118). They also showed that social-cognitive teaching strategies are most efficient as they 

focus on interaction of students’ personal or environmental factors like for example behaviour  

or cognition. Therefore, it is important to mention that learners are seen as products as well as 

producers of their learning environment, which underlines the importance of students’ active 

participation in their learning process. Moreover, the researchers pointed out that it is most  
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effective to combine different strategies of instructions in order to reach the best possible 

learning outcomes. They describe that it is important to focus on providing the students with 

knowledge about the different strategies so that they learn how to apply them and make use of 

them in the best possible way (Buettner, Dignath & Langfeldt, 2008, p. 119).  

 This chapter gave an overview of the form of active learning called self-regulated 

learning. There is a third form of active learning that gives a good description of what active 

learning is and therewith deepens the understanding for that learning approach. This third 

form is discussed in the following chapter. 

 

2.1.3 Learning is a game 

The teaching form called Leikur að læra, which could be translated as Learning is a game, is 

aimed at children from two to ten years old. This method focuses on teaching all theoretical 

subjects through games, motion and perception in an organized, active and effective way. The 

children’s need to play, move and experience subject matters through different sensory organs 

is the centre point of this teaching method (Leikur að læra, 2018a). Therefore, it can be said 

that this teaching method is a type of active learning.  

 Even though games are mainly teacher-managed, children still get the opportunity to 

play freely. It has been pointed out that teachers who apply Leikur að læra in their class can 

use single ideas from the method or follow the syllabus provided, step by step, which makes 

the method suitable for experienced as well as inexperienced teachers. It is important to 

mention that Leikur að læra is not only one book, game or subject but also a style of teaching. 

Teachers who use this method start to think about the subject matter from the children’s point 

of view and their needs to move. Using this style of teaching can have an influence on the 

intellectual and physical health of children and teach them that it is acceptable to learn in 

different ways. Leikur að læra has been claimed to fit well into teaching all kinds of subjects 

in combination with different teaching methods (Leikur að læra, 2018a).     

 This form of teaching requires collaboration with the parents and it is important that 

they know what their children learn in school and how it is possible to learn actively through 

motion and different sensory organs. On the website of Leikur að læra, the aim of the method 

is claimed to be to find simple and professional ways for teachers to give their students the 

chance to learn through different games and motion. Additionally, it is pointed out that 

children are supposed to learn that motion can have positive impacts on their wellbeing and 

energy (Leikur að læra, 2018a).   
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 Several reasons are given for why this method should be chosen for teaching. It unites  

the National Curriculum of elementary schools and kindergarten, bridges the gap between 

different age groups and is individualised. Furthermore, it increases the students’ motion, can 

be applied inside and outside, reduces working at tables, and increases social skills as well as 

strengthening students’ social relationships (Leikur að læra, 2018b).  

 In addition to the already presented information, the website Leikur að læra also 

provides theoretical background for the presented teaching form. It is pointed out that most 

teachers agree that a variety of teaching methods is necessary in order to achieve great 

learning outcomes and that there is a need to focus on exactly this variety in the Icelandic 

National Curriculum. It is said to be the teacher’s responsibility to choose the most successful 

way of teaching and learning in order to reach the best possible results. Therefore, the 

teaching style Leikur að læra is claimed to be a great choice, because it is an active and fun 

method of teaching, which all children can enjoy. Even though the children are always in the 

focus, their teachers play an important role when it comes to motivating the students and 

creating a comfortable learning environment in the light of the students’ interests and skills 

(Leikur að læra, 2018c). 

 A further aim of Leikur að læra is to awaken the students’ interest for different 

subjects, which is especially important because it is not laziness but rather disinterest that can 

stop students from learning. Moreover, it is suggested that motion can have positive influence 

on the students’ ability to receive new knowledge or skills. Experiences gained from 

perception in collaboration with the environment are said to help building new synapses in the 

brain and therewith activating stations that have been inactive so far (Leikur að læra, 2018c). 

 The three different forms of active learning presented in the previous chapters gave an 

overview of active learning and in what ways it can be applied during teaching. The next 

chapter presents the process of active learning by discussing different models of active 

learning. 

 

2.2 Three models of active learning 

Different models exist that describe active learning processes in detail. Three of these models 

are discussed here, by presenting their different steps and comparing them to each other.  

 John Dewey presented a model of learning with focus on reflective thinking and 

action, which is interesting to examine because, as described in chapter two, reflection is an 

important part of learning that actively includes students in the learning process. Dewey’s  
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model of reflective learning, which is presented in picture 1, has five different steps. The first 

step includes disturbance, hesitation and uncertainty as the learner realises that a usual 

activity does not work like it used to do or something in its environment has changed. The 

reflective thinking starts in this first step by hesitating, studying the conditions, difficulties 

and resources of actions. In the second step, the learner tries to define that problem and 

describe the difficulty as the result of studying the problem in the first step. The definition of 

the problem is important because it helps the learner to find accurate suggestions for problem 

solving and decide which actions are necessary and which are unnecessary. 

 

In the third step, the material and social conditions, as well as the resources that are needed to 

solve the problem, are analysed and diagnosed. This process is called creating a working 

hypothesis and it can be characterised as a guiding plan or idea in the problem-solving 

process. Reasoning takes place in the fourth step, which means that the learner can conduct 

thought experiments in order to test the working hypothesis in the light of resources and 

knowledge. This step is important because these thought experiments could give the first 

indications of how to solve the problem and even show the learner that the working 

hypothesis might have to be reformulated. The last step in Dewey’s model is testing the 

working hypothesis in action by recreating the initial situation in the light of the hypothesis’ 

requirements. This step is necessary in order to be able to draw conclusions of the hypothesis  

 

Picture 1.Dewey’s model of learning (Miettinen, 2000, p. 65) 
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validity. The outcomes of the problem-solving process are not presented as a single step in the  

model, instead it is explained how the process can have two kinds of results. Either the 

hypothesis gets confirmed as the reconstruction of the initial situation leads to a solution of 

the problem that was defined in the beginning or ideas or concepts are developed that can be 

used for further solving of problems (Miettinen, 2000, p. 66–67).  

 Another model was developed by David Kolb and is said to build a classical basis for 

experiential learning. The aim behind his model was to help learners define learning abilities 

in their personal process of learning by inventing learning styles and gain control of 

individual learning (Miettinen, 2000, p. 55). As shown in picture 2, this model includes four-

steps, but Kolb pointed out that each step of his model is a different learning mode. 

 

 

 

The first step of the model is focused on concrete experiences that the learner makes. The 

second step includes analysis of these experiences made in the first step through observation 

and reflection from many perspectives. The formation of abstract concepts and generalisation 

are part of the third step and here it is important that the learners have the ability to integrate 

the observations and reflections logically when such concepts are created. The last step 

includes active implication of the created concepts in new situations, which means that the 

learner uses the concepts in order to solve observed problems and make decisions (Miettinen, 

2000, p. 61). 

Picture 2. Kolb’s model of learning (Miettinen, 2000, p. 57) 
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 Miettinen (2000, p. 61) pointed out that immediately occurring personal experience is 

the basis for the model created by Kolb. Nevertheless, he criticized that the different steps do 

not connect to each other and that Kolb does not focus on the connection between concepts 

and experiences but describes them as separated steps (Miettinen, 2000, p. 61). The difference 

between this model and that of Dewey is that Dewey chose practical activities in life based on 

habits as the basic point and explained that reflective experiences develop from such habitual 

experiences when intelligence and knowledge develop. He said that the reason for reflection 

rises from the need to solve problems that learners have to face by making habitual 

experiences. In addition to that, Dewey pointed out that hypotheses, which are connected to 

reflection of problems and experiences, have to be tested through active experiences in order 

to solve given problems. Therefore, the steps in Dewey’s model are connected to each other 

(Miettinen, 2000, p. 61–62). Miettinen explained that those different steps and Dewey’s main 

idea behind the model are not to be found in the model of Kolb even though Kolb claimed 

that his model is based on Dewey’s model of reflective activity (Miettinen, 2000, p. 67).

 Moreover, Miettinen emphasized that Kolb focused on experiential learning whereas 

Dewey focused on experiential thought and activity. Even though these terms sound similar, 

there is a difference: Miettinen pointed out that Kolb focused on such experiential learning in 

the light of psychological influence. The idea behind Dewey’s model was that a change or 

disturbance in the learner´s habits, hypotheses as well as practical testing of such hypotheses 

are necessary in order to think reflectively. The experiences that are attached to such critical 

thinking are not connected to the psychological state of individuals though. Therefore, Dewey 

described Kolb’s model to be a misinterpretation of his own model (Miettinen, 2000, p. 70). 

 Smart and Csapo (2007, p. 453) introduced a four-step learning cycle in the light of  

experiential learning as a particular part of active learning. Their learning cycle is described to 

be a useful frame to implement activities in a meaningful way. The different steps are, just 

like in Dewey’s model, strongly connected to each other. Smart and Csapo did not present 

their model visually but it could be represented as in picture 3. That picture shows that the 

first step is focused on creating experiences by being engaged in planned activities. Such 

activities can include interactions with others, which can give students the chance to work  

together, share responsibility for learning and reach common goals. The second step in the 

cycle asks for the students’ reflection, which is necessary in order to understand the meaning 

of the different activities and is therefore build on the experiences made in the first step. The 

meaning that the students have formulated from the activities in the second step needs to be 
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generalised in the third step. Therefore, the students have to connect the meaning to their own 

experiences and knowledge. In the fourth step, the students are asked to apply the knowledge  

that they received in the previous steps. Those different steps are similar to the steps of Kolb’s 

model. Nevertheless, the model by Smart and Csapo indicates steps that are consecutive and 

therefore closely connected to each other (Smart and Csapo, 2007, p. 453) 

 

After having discussed different forms and models of active learning, it can be useful to look 

at the Icelandic National Curriculum in order to see how the idea of active learning is 

represented in the different aspects concerning education that are mentioned in the Icelandic 

National Curriculum.  

 

3 The Icelandic National Curriculum Guide  

In the Icelandic National Curriculum Guide for Compulsory School, it is emphasized that  

students should be given the possibility to use their productivity and acquire knowledge and 

skills in the light of education and development in a steady way. Education should provide the 

basis for initiative and independent thinking and practice the students’ skills to collaborate  

with others (Mennta- og menningarmálaráðuneytið, 2013, p. 32). The focus on independent 

thinking and collaboration is in accordance with the description of Smart and Csapo that was 

already mentioned, as they pointed out that students should be engaged in planned activities 

such as collaboration with other students in order to reach common goals in the learning 

process (Csapo & Smart, 2007, p. 453). 

Picture 3. Smart and Csapo’s model of learning 
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 Moreover, the National Curriculum emphasizes that students should get the possibility 

to gain deepest understanding of the different phenomena they encounter in their studies,  

which can be done by focusing on creative work, practical skills and innovation. Therefore, it 

is considered important to encourage innovative and independent working methods in 

education and every-day life (Mennta- og menningarmálaráðuneytið, 2013, p. 38).  

 The importance of balance between education through books and practical education is 

emphasized in the National Curriculum. Mind and hands are described to play an important 

role in the students’ general development and therefore it is necessary to make sure that there 

is no deficit in practical learning when education is organized. This applies not only to the 

relation of theoretical and practical subjects but also to working methods and topics within 

each subject from beginning to the end of elementary school (Mennta- og 

menningarmálaráðuneytið, 2013, p. 38). This aspect concerning ideas of teaching can be 

supported by the explanation that students do not receive real understanding unless they 

participate actively in finding solutions for given topics, as mentioned in chapter two (Auður 

Pálsdóttir & Inga Lovísa Andreassen, 2014, p. 92). 

 In the National Curriculum it is explained how games are a self-generated way for 

children to learn and develop. Therefore, it is especially important to maintain this method in 

education and develop it, as the students get older, because games can be equally effective for 

15-year-old students to develop and understand as it is can be for six-year old students. 

Games can be part of all subjects and fields of studies in diverse learning and working 

environments (Mennta- og menningarmálaráðuneytið, 2013, p. 38).  

 A definition of the word knowledge as well as a discussion of how students can gain 

such knowledge can be found in the National Curriculum and give a better insight in the 

learning process itself. First, it is pointed out that knowledge is a collection of facts, laws, 

theories and methods and that it is theoretical as well as practical. Furthermore, such 

knowledge is gained by watching, reading, listening, discussing or experiences through 

actions. Discussions, classifications and comparisons are used in order to analyse knowledge 

and diverse oral, written or practical forms of expression are used to share such knowledge 

(Mennta- og menningarmálaráðuneytið, 2013, p. 39).  

 Moreover, the second article of the law of primary schools emphasizes that the 

primary role of elementary schools is to support the students’ general development. This 

includes the requirement that education has to be on the students’ conditions. Such education 

should take place in a motivating learning environment where the students find safety and get 
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the chance to use their skills (Mennta- og menningarmálaráðuneytið, 2013, p. 42). It also 

describes how the teachers’ main task is to work together with the students by focusing on 

education and pedagogies, awakening and maintaining the students’ interest in learning,  

providing guidance in the most diverse way and supporting a good working atmosphere 

among the students. It is pointed out that the role of being a leader for the students in their 

learning process includes focusing on creating productive and diverse learning conditions 

(Mennta- og menningarmálaráðuneytið, 2013, p. 44). The focus is also on characteristics of 

education and it is indicated that teaching should aim for helping students to acquire 

knowledge, skills and positive point of views. In schools without discrimination, a diversity of 

working and teaching methods should play an important role. Teachers are responsible for 

choosing the most effective ways to achieve the best results in accordance with the standard 

specification of the skills that should be aimed for. When choosing teaching and working 

methods, the students’ age, development and skills have to be taken into consideration. 

Carefully and accurately chosen teaching, which is adapted to the student’s skills and needs, 

increases the chances for successful learning outcomes (Mennta- og 

menningarmálaráðuneytið, 2013, p. 48). In addition to that, it is mentioned that the choice of 

teaching methods and the organisation of teaching must be based on the duty of primary 

school. This is necessary in order to provide each student with the best opportunities for 

learning and developing. Therefore, teachers must take the student’s needs and experiences 

into consideration and promote the students’ interest and enjoyment when it comes to learning 

(Mennta- og menningarmálaráðuneytið, 2013, p. 48). This idea concerning teaching can be 

confirmed by Dewey’s description that children should always get the chance to learn from 

experiences and therefore do things by themselves (as cited in Auður Pálsdóttir & Inga Lovísa 

Andreassen, 2014, p. 92).  

 In the National Curriculum clear ideas are presented about the organisation of 

education in the light of teaching material and teaching and working methods as well as 

assessment. Such aspects in the students’ education are supposed to take full account of 

defined capability criteria. Therefore, it is important to include the teaching material as well 

as different methods of learning or working in a way that enables students to maximise their 

use. Teaching material is defined as all material that is used to reach certain goals in 

education. Such material should be diverse, chosen carefully and take into account the latest 

knowledge in the field of education and teaching. Examples of teaching material are printed 

material, such as textbooks, worksheets or instructions, but also graphical material such as 
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photographs, movies, documentaries and posters. Other examples are audio material such as 

digital audio files, CDs, computer programs, content on the internet and multimedia as well as  

material for practical lessons or lessons outside the classroom. The natural and cultural 

environments of the school are also important sources of education (Mennta- og 

menningarmálaráðuneytið, 2013, p. 49) and as already described by Dewey, teaching should 

also take place outside the classroom and not only inside the classroom (as citedAuður 

Pálsdóttir & Inga Lovísa Andreassen, 2014, p. 92). 

 In addition to the school’s task, the teachers’ tasks and teaching material there is focus 

on the students’ responsibilities as well. The emphasis is on how the students have to learn to 

take responsibility for their own studies and get used to great working behaviour as soon as 

possible. Duteous students develop as they are given the chance to choose subjects and make 

decisions about their own studies so that it becomes meaningful to them. It is pointed out that 

they can do that within the limits of their age and development. Students in primary school are 

expected to take such decision from the start of their education and therewith they learn to 

make decisions, alone or together with other students, and stick by those decisions. The same 

applies to learning methods that students choose and it is considered particularly important 

that students have the possibility to apply different methods of learning during their studies 

and learn to work alone as well as in collaboration with others (Mennta- og 

menningarmálaráðuneytið, 2013, p. 68–69). 

 The different aspects concerning education from the National Curriculum together 

with the different forms and models of learning build already a basis to explain what active 

learning actually is. However, the next chapter explains how to implement different methods 

of teaching in the light of active learning.  

 

4 Implementation of different methods  

When it comes to active learning, it is important to focus on the different teaching methods 

that can be used in order to include the students actively in their learning process. Diversity in 

teaching methods is considered important when it comes to the learning outcomes of students 

as it can improve the chances that the students understand the material that is taught. In 

addition to that, the students get the chance to increase their collection of experiences (Auður 

Pálsdóttir & Inga Lovísa Andreassen, 2014, p. 87). Csapo and Smart (2007, p. 451) 

emphasized that teachers often search for methods that involve their students actively in the 

learning process. 
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 In order to comply with that query, this chapter focuses on different teaching ideas, 

mainly by Ingvar Sigurgeirsson, and gives an overview of the variety of teaching methods. 

 

4.1 Ideas presented by Ingvar Sigurgeirsson  

Teachers can choose from many different teaching methods. In the book Litróf 

kennsluaðferðanna, by Ingvar Sigurgeirsson, different methods and aims, as well as 

requirements for teachers and students, are described. Methods that focus on the teacher’s 

lectures, explanations and questions, like expository instruction or drill–and–practice 

instruction, are said not to focus on the students’ active participation and therewith do not 

give them the chance to learn in a practical way. Instead, Ingvar Sigurgeirsson presents six 

other methods that focus especially on the students’ active participation. Those methods are 

presented in the following chapters. 

 

4.1.1 Practical exercises 

Practical exercises are a great way to include the students actively in the lesson. Such 

exercises can be used in many different ways such as practicing writing and reading skills in 

the classroom, learning about science or economics in specifically designed classrooms or 

even going on excursions in order to learn about certain topics. The focus, when using this 

method, is always on the students’ active participation during the learning process instead of 

only learning by using books (Ingvar Sigurgeirsson, 2013, p. 108–109). The main goal of this 

method is that students practice their working methods and improve their skills. The 

requirements for the teacher are the ability to awaken the students’ interest and to create a 

comfortable atmosphere to work as well as challenging tasks for the students. As it has been 

pointed out before, it is important for the students to participate actively during their lessons. 

However, the main requirements for the students are to listen, watch and improve their work 

behaviour when this method is applied (Ingvar Sigurgeirsson, 2013, p. 60). 

 

4.1.2 Discussions and questions 

By choosing the method that focuses on discussions and questions, certain topics can be 

discussed in groups, or with the whole class. Moreover, answering questions from the teacher 

or the students themselves can be part of the method as well. The important aim of this 

method is to motivate the students to think about certain topics and express and exchange 

their ideas and thoughts as well as respecting others who take part in such lessons. The 
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requirements for the teacher are to create a comfortable learning atmosphere, motivate the 

students and awaken their interest, listen actively to the students’ contributions as well as 

great knowledge concerning methods of discussing topics in class and asking questions. The 

requirements for the students are to participate actively and show interest as well as talking 

and listening to each other (Ingvar Sigurgeirsson, 2013, p. 61). 

 

4.1.3 Problem solving 

When applying the method called problem solving the students could for example perform 

certain role-plays or play simulation games where they have to put themselves in certain 

positions and try to solve given problems by imitating real life situations. Those activities give 

the students the chance to practice their skills of thinking, making conclusions and insight. 

The requirements for the teacher are to choose challenging tasks for the students as well as 

having knowledge concerning methods of discussing topics in class and asking questions. 

Moreover, it is important that the teacher can awaken the students’ interest in the topic and 

control the different activities. The requirements for the students are to actively take part in 

the activities, talk to each other and rack their brains (Ingvar Sigurgeirsson, 2013, p. 61). 

 

4.1.4 Inquiry, discovery and science 

The method focusing on inquiry, discovery and science gives the chance to include students 

actively in their learning process, as they have to put themselves, for example, in the position 

of scientists and discover or research certain things by imitating theoretical working habits. 

They might even go on excursions in order to learn more about a given topic. The main goal 

of the method is to convey knowledge about certain topics and teach the students to provide  

information, analyse them and draw conclusions. The requirements for the teacher are to 

awaken the students’ interest, discuss certain topics with the class and asking questions as 

well as supervising and counselling the students during their work process. The requirements 

for the students are to actively take part in the activities, work concentrated and show a 

variety of working habits (Ingvar Sigurgeirsson, 2013 p. 58, 61). In connection to this method 

of learning, it is worth mentioning the idea of teaching students outside the classroom. Such 

lessons give the students the chance to create experiences with an emotional value, which can 

have an influence on their behaviour. It is pointed out that by making different practical 

experiences the students learn that there can be more than one correct answer. The  

combination of classes outside as well as inside helps the students to relate the subjects that  

they learn to their environment (Auður Pálsdóttir & Inga Lovísa Andreassen, 2014, p. 87). 
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4.1.5 Group work 

The method called group work offers the possibility that students work in pairs or even 

groups. Each group discusses a certain topic or problem and tries to find solutions. The 

solutions can later on be discussed with the other groups in order to find a common solution. 

The main goal of this method is that the students learn to work independently with their group 

mates and that they learn to provide information, work with the information and share their 

results. The requirements for the teacher are to awaken the students’ interest, supervise and 

counsel the students while they are working in the groups as well as giving them feedback. 

The requirements for the students are to organize their work together with the others as well 

as to find information, work with them and share them with their classmates (Ingvar 

Sigurgeirsson, 2013, p. 62). 

 

4.1.6 Empathy and expression 

The method focusing on empathy and expression asks the students to imagine certain things 

or persons and put themselves in certain situations. This can be done by play, dance, music, 

movement or brainstorming. The main goal of this method is to motivate the students to think 

about given topics, awaken their interest and promote insight, creative thinking and 

expression. The requirements for the teacher are to awaken the students’ interest, control the 

different tasks and lead the students through them as well as having good narrative skills. In 

addition to this, it is important that the teacher gives the students feedback. The requirements 

for the students are to focus on empathy, expression and creation. Those requirements 

emphasize the students’ active participation even more than in the methods mentioned in 

earlier chapters (Ingvar Sigurgeirsson, 2013, p. 61). 

 

4.1.7 Independent and creative topics 

The teaching method focuses on independent, creative topics requires the students to work 

independently, as the name suggests. They can work either alone or with others and they can 

choose which tasks they want to work on. The method can be used in theme projects, where 

the students have to invent or design something but also put themselves in the position of 

certain persons. The main goal of this method is to teach the students independent working 

behaviour, as well as creative thinking. They are supposed to learn to work with their ideas,  

share them with others and be enterprising. Those activities focus on increased participation 

of the students in their learning process. The requirements for the teacher are to awake the 
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students’ interest and to supervise and counsel them. The requirements for the students are to 

show initiative and focus especially on organizing, creating, designing and sharing their ideas 

(Ingvar Sigurgeirsson, 2013, p. 62).  

 Dewey named theme projects as a good method for students to learn through active 

participation, but he emphasized that the projects have to fulfil four different requirements in 

order to be successful. The first requirement is that the projects that the students work on 

awake their interest in order to be helpful for their learning process. The second requirement 

includes the idea that the projects should be valuable and based on reconsideration. Therefore, 

all types of projects that have no meaning other than temporary enjoyment fulfilled by the 

participation in the project should be excluded. The third requirement is that the projects 

should awake the students’ curiosity, lead them to new topics and motivate them to ask 

questions that would help them to acquire more knowledge. The fourth requirement is that  

enough time is provided for the theme project and that it is possible to change the plan for the 

project if needed. Dewey focused especially on the importance of great planning when it 

comes to teaching. He also explained how important it is that each step prepares for the next, 

and that each step adds to the knowledge that has already been built up (Auður Pálsdóttir & 

Inga Lovísa Andreassen, 2014, p. 94). 

 The discussion of teaching methods suggested by Ingvar Sigurgeirsson gave an 

overview of the variety of possibilities to include the students in their learning process in the 

light of active learning. The next chapter describes different aspects that can be particularly 

important for teachers when they implement different teaching methods. 

 

4.2 What to have in mind as a teacher  

First, teachers and those who are in charge of the school have to ask themselves what they can  

do so that the students receive educating experiences and how the lessons can be designed and 

planned in order to support the students in receiving such educating experiences. Dewey 

explained how education in school would be empty if the teachers would not ask themselves 

this question (as cited in Ólafur Páll Jónsson, 2010, p. 22). This aspect can be confirmed by 

Dewey’s definition of search for knowledge as a practical process, where children should 

always get the chance to learn from experiences and do things by themselves (as cited in 

Auður Pálsdóttir & Inga Lovísa Andreassen, 2014, p. 92).  

 Moreover, Ólafur Páll Jónsson (2010, p. 37) explained that teachers have to ask 

themselves two questions when they focus on how to support their students in making 
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educating experiences. The first question focuses on the type of experiences the students have 

already made. The second question is to find out how the content of the National Curriculum 

can be connected to those individual experiences. However, in order to make sure that the 

teachers do not only focus on the student’s interest and experiences, Dewey underlined the 

importance of having organised contents of curriculum as a kind of a guidepost that teachers 

use when they educate their students (as cited in Ólafur Páll Jónsson, 2010, p. 26). Dewey 

also pointed out that it is especially important that teachers have good knowledge of the topic 

that they teach to the students as well as good knowledge of their students in the class (as 

cited in Auður Pálsdóttir & Inga Lovísa Andreassen, 2014, p. 94). 

 Dewey emphasized the necessity that teachers have to connect the topic that they teach 

to the students’ experiences and therewith the already existing knowledge of the students. 

This connection between the taught topic, the students’ experiences and already existing 

knowledge is said to be important as it creates a cycle. Dewey pointed out that this cycle 

includes that each individual has influence on the society that it belongs to. Moreover, he 

explained how such participation of each individual has the effect of changing the society, 

which again has influence on the individual’s increased development (as cited in Auður 

Pálsdóttir & Inga Lovísa Andreassen, 2014, p. 94).  

 Dewey pointed out that in order to awaken the students’ interest and motivating them 

to learn, teachers should plan lessons according to the children’s interest and ask open 

questions that motivate children to find answers (as cited in Auður Pálsdóttir & Inga Lovísa 

Andreassen, 2014, p. 92). In that light, Dewey emphasized the importance to change the 

teachers’ role from being the leader or supervisor to being the students’ assistant. The students  

should work together on given tasks by guidance from their teacher instead of only listening 

to the teachers’ presentations of the teaching material (as cited in Auður Pálsdóttir & Inga 

Lovísa Andreassen, 2014, p. 95). 

 In addition to that, Ingvar Sigurgeirsson (2013, p. 116–117) described how it is not the 

teacher’s part to plan every single detail from the lesson from beginning to end. It is important 

though that the teacher gives the students a rather wide leeway in order to create experiences  

and use unpredictable experiences. Additionally, the students should get the chance to have 

influence on their studies. That is why the teachers’ main task should be to create 

circumstances so that the students experience the subject matter in a positive way. This aspect 

concerning the learning process was especially emphasized in the Icelandic National 

Curriculum, as mentioned in chapter three.  
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 Ingvar Sigurgeirsson (2013, p. 13) pointed out that teachers should always keep in 

mind that different methods of teaching have different characteristics and aims. Therefore, 

each method is defined by the person applying it. Only a small difference in applying the 

method, the choice of words during the introduction, a smile at the right moment or even 

some kind of disturbance, can have influence on how well the chosen teaching method works. 

The teacher’s behaviour and choice of method can fit so well together that it leads to great 

learning outcomes for the students but it could also go completely wrong. Therefore, the 

importance of providing guidance through the learning process in the most diverse way is 

emphasized in the National Curriculum (2013, p. 44). 

 In addition to the aspects that teachers have to have in mind, it can be useful to explore 

what different research on methods of teaching and learning can tell us. In the next chapter, 

we will look at two different researches conducted in Iceland as they can give a more detailed 

overview of the situation in Icelandic schools. 

 

5 Icelandic research on teaching methods 

During the last years, more and more research has been conducted on teaching methods in the 

light of student´s active participation in their learning process. They have led to clear results 

and therewith give a great overview of the situation in Icelandic schools concerning that topic. 

This chapter focuses on two recent Icelandic studies. 

 

5.1 Research of the Reykjavík Department of Education and Youth 

Birna Sigurjónsdóttir (2015, p. 2) discussed the results of a study of the Reykjavík 

Department of Education and Youth, conducted in compulsory schools in Reykjavik from 

2007 to 2013. The main goal of the research was to observe how the primary schools 

implement emphases and regulations that are documented in the Icelandic National 

Curriculum as well as the education policy that is to be found in the working plan of the 

Department of Education. The evaluation was supposed to have a guiding and reform-

orientated function, in order to support and promote instructions at school and was therefore 

described as a guidance-assessment rather than a final assessment of the analysed content. In 

total, 43 primary schools were evaluated during the research time-frame and three of them 

were evaluated twice. Observations of a variety of lessons taking place in the different 

classrooms were part of the research from the very beginning in order to acquire data, which 

was focused on ways of teaching and learning. The observations and descriptions that were  
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collected during the research were submitted to the principals of the schools as a confidential 

document so that the principals and teachers could discuss the outcomes of the observations. 

This was done in order to give the teachers an idea of how their lessons were perceived and 

assessed and give them feedback on their tuition (Birna Sigurjónsdóttir, 2015, p. 2).  

 The results of this research showed that teacher-orientated methods, such as lectures or 

assignments focused on solving tasks in workbooks, answering questions from a text or 

solving mathematical problems, were recorded the most (Birna Sigurjónsdóttir, 2015, p. 7). 

Teacher control is described to be omnipresent which leads to similar learning outcomes for 

all students. Analysis of the different teaching methods brought to light that teacher control is 

used most for teaching academic subjects, but less for subjects like art or crafts. Moreover, the 

research showed that in 12% of the visited lessons, group work was used as a teaching method 

in order to work towards a common solution or work on a common task and student-initiated 

work was recognised in about 10% of the visited lessons. In subjects like social studies or 

sciences, teaching methods such as theme or project work were common, even though 

teacher-orientated learning in form of assignments or lectures were used the most. The 

research also showed that there were no big differences in teaching methods, whether the 

students were younger or older. The research brought to light that of 1066 teaching hours that 

have been evaluated since the beginning of 2009, 75% were described to be good or excellent, 

22% of the evaluated lessons were described to be satisfactory and only 3% as unsatisfactory 

(Birna Sigurjónsdóttir, 2015, p. 2).  

 All in all, observation of more than one thousand lessons at different schools indicates 

that the teacher plays the main role in tuition, whereas the students are only recipients of the 

knowledge that their teacher is transmitting. Therewith, the researchers pointed out the 

concern that students’ cooperation and independence in their learning process does not get 

enough attention from the teachers even though those aspects are described to be the key 

competences that should be taught in compulsory schools (Birna Sigurjónsdóttir, 2015, p. 2). 

That concern is said to emphasize the need for a greater variety of teaching methods and  

chances for the students to take an active part in their own education. Therefore, the 

researchers draw the conclusion that teachers have to improve the teaching methods in order 

to be able to offer the variety in teaching that is emphasized in the National Curriculum. In the 

light of those results, the researchers pointed out how important it is to give teachers feedback 

on their job and therewith motivate them to improve their way of teaching as well as  

increasing the variety of teaching methods. The head of schools play an important role  
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concerning such feedback, but it is also useful to include peer assessment in order to analyse 

methods of teaching and working. Moreover, it is suggested that discussions about how to 

include a variety of teaching methods as well as the students’ active participation in the 

learning process and their independence needs to become more common and open-minded in 

schools (Birna Sigurjónsdóttir, 2015, p. 9). 

 

5.2 Cooperative research of the University of Iceland and Akureyri 

Between 2008 and 2013, a group of about 50 people including, amongst others, scientists 

from the University of Iceland and the University of Akureyri, conducted a research on 

teaching methods as well (Gerður G. Óskarsdóttir, 2014, p. 11). The main goal of this 

research was to give a general overview of the procedures in Icelandic primary schools. 

Additonally, it focused on gathering a variety of information in order to get a clear idea of 

teaching methods and students’ education as well as to observe the research material from 

different points of view (Amalía Björnsdóttir et. al., 2014, p. 17). Particular emphasis was 

placed on examining individual goals and the students’ independence and cooperation 

(Gerður G. Óskarsdóttir, 2014, p. 14). The material was collected in 20 different primary 

schools in Iceland through questionnaires, interviews and scene observations. In addition, 

written documents from schools and public institution were examined (Amalía Björnsdóttir et. 

al., 2014, p. 17).  

 The results of this research were presented in a report on student-focused education in  

2015 and they brought to light similar results as the research described by Birna 

Sigurjónsdóttir. The results showed that the most common teaching method that was used was 

direct instruction from the teacher with and without synonymy with the students as well as 

tuition through workbooks. Results also pointed out that there is more focus on teacher-

orientated tuition than on tuition that gives students the chance to make decisions concerning 

their education. The results do not indicate that individual-orientated tuition has taken a 

permanent place in education, but teachers do show interest in developing their methods of 

teaching into the direction of including the students more. This research showed that there are 

significant differences in teaching methods by the different age levels and types of school. 

Teachers of younger students and schools that focus especially on collaboration between 

students, use teaching methods such as group work, experiments, practical exercises, tuition 

outside the classroom, project work and individual work more often than teacher-orientated 

methods. The implementation of those methods, which focus on the students’ active  
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participation, offers a greater variety of teaching methods and therewith give students the 

possibility to work independently. Furthermore, most of the students described their 

participation and influence on decisions about their education, progress, and evaluation of it to 

be limited, as they do not get many chances to put forward their opinions. The results showed 

that students do not really get the possibility to decide what they want to learn and how they 

could be included in the learning process (Starfshópur um nemendamiðað skólastarf, 2015, p. 

9). Additionally, the research showed clearly that there is a major inconsistency between the 

government policy and what is actually happening in schools. Therefore, it is argued that it is 

not enough to define a certain policy of education focusing on the student’s active 

participation, but that it is necessary to follow that policy with specific and purposeful 

remedies (Starfshópur um nemendamiðað skólastarf, 2015, p. 10). According to the presented 

results, the main problem of primary schools is the belief that most children at the same age 

reach the same goals in all subjects. In the majority of lessons observed in this project, all 

students had to learn about the same given topics at the same time. That emphasises the 

missing attention of including students as individuals actively in the learning process 

(Starfshópur um nemendamiðað skólastarf, 2015, p. 11). 

 This chapter gave an overview of the use of teaching methods in Icelandic schools. 

The final study discussed in this thesis is a pilot study, conducted by the author in a small 

town in the West Fjords of Iceland where the benefits of active learning were compared to 

that of teacher-oriented tuition. This study is presented in the next chapter. 

 

6 Pilot study as part of an internship 

As the results of the researches that were described in the previous chapter showed, there is a 

need to improve teaching methods in Icelandic primary schools and increase the students’ 

active participation in the learning process. The results brought to light that tuition is mainly  

teacher-orientated and focused on transmitting knowledge rather than giving students the 

chance to participate actively (Birna Sigurjónsdóttir, 2015, p. 2). The results nevertheless 

showed that teachers do show interest in including their students more in the learning process 

and therewith improve the tuition (Starfshópur um nemendamiðað skólastarf, 2015, p. 9). 

However, no Icelandic studies have been done on the benefits of active learning in the school 

system even though numerous foreign studies clearly confirm these benefits. Therefore, the  

author, who is a student teacher, conducted a small pilot study while working at the primary 

school in Ísafjörður during a seven-week internship. This study and its results are the focus of 

this chapter. 
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6.1 Method 

For the study, two 60-minute lessons were designed, with the focus on mathematics. In these 

lessons, the students were divided into different groups and one group was taught a 

mathematical method of summation through teacher-orientated instructions, in this case 

lecture, while the other group was taught the mathematical method through instructions that 

focused on the students’ active participation through a discussion. Additionally, the students 

had the possibility to practice the mathematical method and work independently on different 

worksheets. The topic and tasks for the lesson were chosen according to the Icelandic 

National Curriculum, which states that students should learn to write numbers according to 

the decimal system and calculate with natural numbers, which they can practice with the 

created worksheets (Mennta- og menningarmálaráðuneytið, 2013, p. 214). The aim of this 

research was to investigate how well the concept of active learning works in practice and 

compare the learning outcomes of the students who learned through lecture to those who 

learned through discussion. It was then observed how well the students could solve the given 

tasks on the worksheets and if they worked independently or needed much help. Giving an 

overview of the students’ way of learning was not the only aim of the research though. It also 

focused on the student teacher’s skills of implementing the teaching methods lecture and 

discussion and comparing the results.  

 Whether the teaching method is a lecture or a discussion, the teacher always needs to 

have a clear plan for his instruction. The next chapter focuses on the syllabus created for this 

pilot study.  

 

6.2 Syllabus of instruction  

A syllabus of instruction was created for the study (see table 1), and gives a first, well-

arranged overview of the lesson. It is a scheme that can be applied to both the method of 

lecture and the method of discussion. Furthermore, the content and structure of this syllabus 

of instruction is explained in detail in order to give a better insight into the different tasks of 

the created lessons.   
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Table 1. Syllabus of instruction 

 

Time: 70 minutes 

 

 

Class: 2nd grade 

 

Teaching method:  
Discussion/lecture,  

individual work 

 

 

Arrangement:  

Usual arrangement, each student on his/her place 

Time Content 

 

08.10–08.25 

(15 minutes) 

 

The student teacher tells the students about the different tasks that 

are prepared for the lesson and points out the lesson’s aim. 

In addition, the student teacher teaches the students the 

mathematical method of summation, which the students have to use 

in order to solve the given arithmetic problems. 

 

 

08.25–09.10 

(45 minutes) 

 

The students solve the given tasks on the worksheet that their 

student teacher prepared for them. Different worksheets will be 

available in order to respect the students’ different skills. 

 

 

09.10–09.20 

(10 minutes) 

 

The student teacher and the students discuss the lesson shortly in the 

light of application of the new calculating method. 

 

 

During the first fifteen minutes of the two lessons, the student teacher introduces the lesson’s 

topic and aim to the students and teaches them the new mathematical method that they have to 

use in order to solve given mathematical tasks. During the introduction of the lesson, the 

students have to listen carefully in order to understand their different tasks as well as the new 

method of calculating. This first step of the lesson is important in order to awaken the 

students’ interest, motivate them for the lesson and present challenges that the students will 

have to solve (Savage, 2015, p. 26).  

 After the introduction of the new topic, the students have 45 minutes to work on 

worksheets that the student teacher prepared for them. The students are given a great amount 

of time for this part of the lesson so that they can solve the given tasks thoroughly and 

practice their skills of calculating with the mathematical method. Therewith, the student 

teacher has the possibility to spend time with the students and help each of them during their 

learning process if needed, which is necessary in order to respect the individual skills of each 

student (Savage, 2015, p. 97). 
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 During the last 10 minutes of the lesson, the student teacher and the students will 

discuss the lesson shortly and talk about how well they managed to apply the mathematical  

method of calculation. Therefore, the student teacher will ask the students questions and let  

them describe how they experienced the lesson and point out what they learned. This step of 

the lesson is useful as it helps to bring to light what the students learned and therewith gives 

the student teacher a better chance to analyse the students’ learning outcomes and develop 

further learning ideas (Savage, 2015, p. 46). 

 The following chapter describes in more detail how this syllabus of instruction was 

implemented in class and how the two different methods of teaching were applied.  

 

6.3 Implementation of the syllabus 

In order to be able to analyse the learning outcomes as well as the students’ working 

behaviour, the class was divided into different groups. Some students of the class had already 

learned the mathematical method that was taught during the lesson and knew how to apply it. 

Therefore, they got to work in the library and did not take part in the research. An assistant 

teacher prepared tasks for them to work on instead. The students who had not learned the 

mathematical method yet, were taught the new way of calculating in the two different ways 

and were therefore divided into two groups of eight students each. The class teacher of the 

students divided them into the groups and made sure that each group consisted of students 

with good mathematical skills as well as those with some difficulties in this subject. This will 

be important when the lessons are analysed. 

 During the first group’s lesson, the second group went to the library with the students 

who already knew the method. The first group was taught the mathematical method through  

lecture only, which means that they were not actively included in the process of defining the 

mathematical method. Therefore, the students were not asked any questions. The student 

teacher’s task was to explain the different steps of the mathematical method clearly and 

understandably. The students were supposed to pay attention and fill out the prepared 

worksheets to practice the new mathematical method. During that part of the lesson, the 

student teacher observed how well the students could solve the given tasks and if they needed 

much help or if the explanations during the lecture were understandable enough  

to work independently on the given tasks. The lesson’s aim for the students was to learn the 

mathematical method and apply it correctly. The student teacher’s aim for the lesson was to  

find out whether the students understand the mathematical method even though they were not  
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included actively in the process of defining it and only taught through lecture. 

 After that first lesson, the two groups changed and the first group went to the library 

with the students who already knew the method. The second group came back to the  

classroom and they were taught the mathematical method through the method of discussion.  

The student teacher explained the method clearly und understandably, just like for the first 

group, but the focus was put on asking the students different questions concerning the single 

steps of the mathematical method in order to involve them actively in the explanation process. 

By motivating them to answer, as well as ask questions, it was supposed to be easier for them 

to understand the different steps of the mathematical method. As described earlier in this 

thesis, it is particularly important to not only transmit information and involve students 

through listening. Instead, the students should be included actively in their learning process 

and therewith develop their personal skills (Csapo & Smart, 2007, p. 452). While the students 

filled out the prepared worksheets in order to practice the mathematical method of 

summation, the student teacher observed how well they solved the given tasks and if they 

needed much help. The lesson’s aim for the students was the same as for the first group; they 

were supposed to learn a mathematical method and apply it correctly, but in a more active 

way. The student teacher’s aim for the lesson was to find out if they could apply the 

mathematical method without bigger problems and if it was successful to involve the students 

actively in the process of defining the mathematical method by teaching them through 

discussion. In order to answer these questions the students’ work needed assessment. That 

will be discussed in the next chapter. 

 

6.4 Assessment  

Dividing the students into different groups, gave the opportunity to assess the students’ 

learning process and outcomes and compare the two lessons in order to find out if teaching 

through lecture or discussion was more successful. The introduction of the lessons went well 

in both groups. All the students listened carefully and showed interest in learning about the 

mathematical method as well as to work on the prepared worksheets afterwards.  

 During the explanation of the mathematical method, which was taught through lecture 

to the first group, the students listened carefully and seemed to be quite focused. As the 

chosen method of teaching was teacher-orientated instructions, there was no way of making it 

completely certain that the students understood the material so it was necessary to presume  

that they understood what they were being taught.  The second group was taught through the  
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teaching method discussion. Even though this teaching method is in many ways reminiscent  

of lectures, the students of the second group got the chance to participate actively in the 

process of defining the mathematical method, as they were not just given a lecture but were 

guided through each step. By asking the students questions concerning the different steps and 

helping them to connect the mathematical method to similar methods that they had already 

learned, they were motivated to think actively. 

 When it came to the part of filling out the worksheets, each student got the chance to 

work in the light of his or her individual skills and speed. Even though the student teacher had 

prepared the worksheets, this task was not teacher-orientated as the students got the chance to 

choose the way that worked best for them in order to apply the mathematical method. Some 

students used cubes or slide rules to get a better understanding of the numbers and solve the 

given problems. For some students it was also helpful to use different colours when writing 

down the different numbers. However, differences were observed as well. The students, who 

learned by being actively included in the process of defining the new methods, did not ask for 

much help and were able to apply the method without much problem. The other group asked 

more questions and had more difficulties applying the mathematical method to the given 

problems or connect it to already existing knowledge concerning other methods. Similar 

results were observed during the last part of the lesson when the students were asked what 

they had learned. The students of group two had no big difficulties in describing the 

mathematical method they had learned, whereas the first group had more difficulties in 

describing their learning outcomes from the lesson. 

 Not only was there difference in the learning outcomes for the students concerning the 

two different methods of teaching though. The analysis of the student teacher’s 

implementation of the two teaching methods revealed that there is a difference in the effort,  

which the teacher has to bring up, as well. Teaching the students through lecture requires  

good knowledge about the topic. Nevertheless, the teacher does not really have to focus on 

communication with the students or consider the individual needs as the information are 

mainly transmitted to the students. When the students are taught through the method of 

discussion, the teacher must make more effort. The students have to be motivated to ask and  

answer questions, which requires the teachers to know the students well. In addition to that,  

the teacher cannot plan each detail of the lesson as unexpected questions might come up. 

Therefore, when including the students actively in the learning process, the teacher has to be  

well prepared in view of the content as well as the individuals that are taking part in the  
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lesson. However, the results clearly pointed out that the increased focus on including the 

students actively in the learning process leads to positive learning outcomes. 

 In the following chapter is presented a general conclusion focusing on the main results 

of this thesis and ideas for further research. 

 

7 Conclusion 

In this thesis it was pointed out that active learning is a learning approach that focuses on the 

students’ active participation in their learning process through engagement in different 

activities. The students’ experiences play an important role in the learning process and it was 

explained that such experiences have to be considered when learning activities are chosen. In 

addition to that, it was emphasized that the learning approach can be implemented in various 

ways, as there are many different forms of active learning and diverse teaching methods. 

 The pilot study conducted by the author confirms that active learning is a beneficial 

approach, as foreign studies have already shown. The results of the pilot study clearly show 

that students learn better, when they get the chance to be actively involved in the learning 

process. Such involvement makes it easier for them to understand the new topic they are 

learning and connect it to already existing knowledge. Teaching through methods that include 

the students actively in the learning process clearly asks for more input from the teacher. It is 

worth mentioning though that increased effort in implementation of teaching methods leads to 

improved learning outcomes, as the results of the researches showed. Therefore, such 

improvement in the students’ learning outcomes should be a great motivation and incentive 

for teachers. Nevertheless, Icelandic teachers are not using it much, as the two Icelandic 

studies show. The results brought to light that tuition in Iceland is mainly teacher-orientated. 

Students are recipients of knowledge most of the time and do not participate actively in their 

learning. However, 75 % of the observed teaching lessons were described to be good. Those 

results indicate the need to raise teachers’ awareness of effective teaching methods in the light 

of active learning. Moreover, it is to mention that the observed methods of teaching are not in 

accordance with the Icelandic National Curriculum. The National Curriculum emphasizes that 

teachers should be using various methods to give the students the chance to  

learn in an environment that encourages them to participate actively in their learning process. 

It is therefore obvious that the Icelandic school system needs to alter the ways of teaching in 

order to involve the students more in the actual process of learning. 

 The pilot study that was presented in this thesis was only conducted on a small scale.  
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In order to get a clearer picture of the benefits of active learning, it might be useful to conduct 

extensive research on active learning with more participants and a greater variety of methods.  

One the one hand, such research could clarify how teachers acquire the necessary skills in 

order to teach their students through methods with focus on active learning. On the other 

hand, the research could bring to light helpful results concerning the implementation of active 

learning methods. 

 In a classroom the students should not be the only ones acquiring knowledge and skills 

on a daily basis. Their teachers should learn as well through reflection on applied teaching 

methods and inclusion of research results in the choice of such methods. Teachers are 

responsible to educate their students in the best possible way. Therefore, they should be 

motivated to improve teaching methods continuously and make the choices that help students 

to achieve best possible learning outcomes. 
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