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The talk about active learning has been around higher education for decades, but what that really means
to have each student prepared to actually participate requires a set of tools that we didn’t really have
until the digital era. And, you know, I can get 95% of my kids to do their homework ahead of time if I give
them some credit for it, and, all of a sudden, it just changes the whole environment. I can flip the class,
and give them the responsibility to teach each other and push themselves in ways that you just couldn’t
do ten years ago, five years ago. And I think that’s the thing, the single thing, that I think this technology
has allowed.
I’ve also started flipping the classroom, where I have the students — I break them into groups of three at
the beginning of the semester. And throughout the semester, I give them assignments that they complete
rather than me telling them the material. They take the knowledge they gained from the reading to
answer questions that ask them to apply it to some interesting set of questions.
So, for example, in the section of the course on criminal justice, I ask them to think about how you might
explain what is wrong. Why mass incarceration has fundamentally changed American society? So the
group has to kind of brainstorm, you know, what are the things that having so many people in prison has
done or is doing to America? What are some of the implications? And they have to kind of think about it.
They can’t just, you know, read things off the textbook. I ask them, ‘How would you craft a political
campaign to encourage Americans to want to reduce the prison population? What challenges might they
face?’ Things of that sort that force them to apply ideas.
I think those are two really critical pieces that just change fundamentally the nature of teaching, from the
old model where they had a print book that they would often, you know, not really be held accountable
for reading until they got to the midterm halfway through the semester.
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