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Health care reform requires educational reform. As
pharmacists expand their role in health care, we must
equip student pharmacists with tools to help them be in-
tegral members of the patient care team. Educational re-
form emphasizes applying knowledge and skills (eg,
thinking, communication, flexibility) in the classroom.
To this end, the focus of pharmacy education is shifting
towardsmaximizing the quality of student-instructor con-
tact time. Instructors may read articles or books or attend
conferences to learn how to develop these skills in stu-
dents. However, these resources only partially tell the
story and miss the little things necessary for success.

Broadening instructional techniques and moving to-
wards highly structured active-learning courses can cause
anxiety for instructors and students. These types of
courses emphasize the active engagement in class through
structured work, guided by the instructor. They build on
the premise that students benefit from learning by doing
and that class time helps students learn to work with the
material. Class time, therefore, builds around highly
structured activities, in which students solve problems,
interpret information, or otherwise engage in real-life
practices. To assist with this, we have created the follow-
ing tips to help before embarking on active learning in the
classroom.

The first time will be imperfect. Things will go
wrong. Start early in developing activities. Flesh out the
plan by seeking the expertise of others.1 We use “exper-
tise” because our experiences, gut instincts, or what we
“hear” may misalign with the evidence. Using expertise
with evidence increases the probability of success and
helps instructors understand the “why.” After the first
class, write down thoughts about the session: what went
well, and what could be improved. Develop a plan for
improvement. Try again. Do not give up after one try.

Start low, go slow. It is risky implementing many
activities in a given class session. Start with simple ac-
tivities and build complexity as comfort increases. In
a 50-minute session with active learning, you could in-
clude 2 activities, maybe 32 (eg, lecture-activity-lecture-
activity-summary).Write a lessonplan tohelp budget time.
Do not go from a 100% lecture course to a “flipped” course

in one semester, bad things can happen—instructor frus-
tration, student frustration, poor performance outcomes,
to name a few.

Activities always go longer than expected. Antici-
pating time requirements for a learning activity is diffi-
cult, especially with the variable of student participation.
In a team-based learning environment, 3 cases can be
discussed in 1.5 hours; alternatively, in a 50-minute case
discussion, one “realistic” case (ie, case presentation,
highlighting key points, asking key questions) is feasible.

It is OK to lecture. There is a “time for telling” when
information is missing. Lecture, but keep it short and
focused. When pressed for time, you may default to lec-
turemode; bemindful, be intentional. It ismore important
that students learn the material than for the instructor to
“cover” it.

Students may resist active participation or may not
like it. Active learning requiresmore from students in the
classroom and not all students may favor it.2,3 Engage-
ment requires divergence from the passive role of listen-
ing, taking notes, and occasionally speaking. This also
requires more out-of-class work to prepare for participa-
tion. You can help by explaining the use of active learn-
ing and creating a positive classroom environment.
Determining what students like and what is best requires
balance. You will never make 100% of the students
happy, but you can include them in process. Ask a small
group of students to meet with you regularly during the
semester to offer feedback so you can make periodic
adjustments.2

Students don’t need to know what you call some-
thing. If you start calling activities by their names, it could
bedetrimental to others, (eg, “ProfessorSmith did a jigsaw,
it didn’t work, so this isn’t going to work in your class.”).
Honestly, students don’t care that you are using a “jigsaw.”
Lay out expectations and go. This is especially true for the
first day of class or if you are instructing in a team-taught
course and doing something different than your col-
leagues. If you say you want active engagement, do it
the very first day.

The more discussion you have in class, the more you
need a comprehensive summary at the end.
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Bring back the learning objectives. Tell students
what they did to accomplish these objectives and what
they are expected to knowmoving forward. This can help
to prevent the dread-induced “Will this be on the test”
type questions.

Highly structured active-learning courses (eg, the
“flipped” class) start with what happens in class, not with
preclass material. The key question is what you are using
class time for. Thenext step is answeringwhatmaterialwill
get students a basic understanding of the concepts, or what
will start getting them to ask questions. A rule of thumb is
to assign less than one hour of preclass time preparing for
every one hour in class. This is study time, not just reading
time or video watching, and it does not include postclass
practice or study. Twenty minutes of reading (3000-4000
words) is about 60 minutes of study (so, a 1 to 3 ratio read-
to-study time).4 If you think students need more time to
prepare, maybe you need less class time. This was the
original model for blended or hybrid learning: to replace
low quality in-class time (talking at students) with preclass
work and use the remaining class time for high quality/
highly structured active learning.

Correct first, then incorrect. Start with the correct
way to solve a problem. For example, sometimes we
use TV or movies to show something wrong and then
use corrective feedback. Unfortunately, students are

probably going to remember the incorrect information
first and not the corrective feedback.5

Start using active learning for topics with which you
are most comfortable. Active learning requires some
thinking on your feet and youwill be asked new questions
almost every time. When you are familiar with the mate-
rial, designing and managing the class sessions is easier.

Every course can benefit from highly structured ac-
tive learning. The success will come with planning, re-
flection, a little patience, and by knowing the evidence for
“why” you are making the course changes.
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