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This core focus of this study centres 

around the perceptions held by a 

student teacher in their professional 

capacity, of implementing active 

learning with junior cycle students. 

Although active learning in post-primary 

schools has been well recorded in 

literature, not many researchers have 

focused on the perceptions of post-

primary teachers in implementing the 

concept. Employing qualitative  

methodology, this reflective self-study 

explores the implementation of active 

learning with a first-year mixed cohort 

of students. The three active learning 

methodologies which the writer utilises 

are, ‘Blue Sky Thinking’, ‘Table Quiz’ 

and ‘Trashcan Basketball’. 

Findings portrayed that active learning 

implementation involves a higher level 

of planning and organisation. There 

were mostly positive impacts to 

teaching and learning. Effective 

learning outcomes were evident, with 

competitive active learning providing 

optimal success.

The researcher focused on three 

active learning methodologies. 

These were ‘Blue Sky Thinking’ 

(BST), ‘Table Quiz’ (TQ) and ‘Trashcan Basketball’ (TB). 

BST was the least challenging to implement. Local 

images produced immediate response and engagement 

and provided extensive links which created a beneficial 

and in-depth discussion on the topic. The students 

appeared genuinely excited about a personal link to the 

topic being discussed. During the research period, an 

‘end of topic assessment’ was given through co-

ordination and hosting of a TQ. Results denoted a 

strong academic performance from all groups with a 

narrow margin between the highest and lowest scoring 

groups (chart 1). 

Chart 1. ‘Table Quiz’ group results

A noticeable outcome from the researcher’s 

observations, was the expression of relief across all 

students, followed by excitement, when they realised, 

they were not being individually assessed. This aligns 

with findings of Preville (2018, n.p.), which states group 

situations, “recapture enthusiasm and remind students 

that their learning is not taking place in isolation”. ‘TB’ 

‘stood out’ as being particularly successful in terms of 

students both engaging with interest and grasping the 

learning outcomes. This activity involved some advance 

planning and a little time to set up at the start of class. 

Overall, TB demonstrated the highest success level of 

all implemented methodologies. Students were found to 

be enthusiastic and engaged through active 

competition. 

Research findings highlighted a cause for concern 

which arose as a result of student enthusiasm, 

increasing noise levels in the classroom. The 

researcher appreciated this ‘positive noise’ however, 

this could potentially cause disruption to others in 

nearby classrooms.

Active learning implementation involves a higher 

level of planning and organisation, but nothing 

exhaustive. Active learning had a mostly positive 

impact on both teaching and learning for the 

researcher. Evidence of extremely effective learning 

outcomes were portrayed and from an instructional 

viewpoint, the researcher was delighted with the 

success of the lessons. The research findings 

demonstrated that active learning with a competitive 

element, provided the most successful outcome. 

While increased anxiety levels were evident, this was 

minimised by the group testing approach and is 

outweighed by the overall student enjoyment, 

engagement, and achievement. 

Further research is recommended 

to address strategies to further 

minimise anxiety levels while 

maintaining a competitive element.

The motivating force for this study arose from the 

researcher’s personal desire to gauge a deeper 

understanding of implementing active learning, through a 

self-reflective study, in a bid to improve her own practice. 

The junior cycle has recently been reformed and has 

welcomed updated subjects and introduced short courses. 

The primary focus of the junior cycle reform is around key 

skills, combined with new emphasis placed on learning, 

assessment and reporting, through active and more 

meaningful approaches. This has created a professional 

interest for the researcher to gain a deeper knowledge 

and understanding of the topic. Gibbs (1992) noted that 

educators are agreeable that the 

perfect educational experience is 

where students come to class, 

readily prepared to actively 

capture the content, as opposed 

to passive absorption. Therefore, 

it is imperative that post-primary 

teachers implement active learning.
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The research method chosen for this study is a ‘reflective 

self-study’, based on a qualitative analysis of the writers, 

personal experiences. In response to the questions 

asked, this method generated data through composition 

of a journal and critical reflection of the writer. Journal 

entries were analysed using thematic analysis as 

described by Braun & Clarke (2006). Qualitative research 

centres around the experience and deepens the 

understanding of the writer. This aligns with Cohen et al. 

(2000) who believe that qualitative research places the 

researcher at the core of the experience. 

To achieve the necessary sampling, the researcher 

taught a first-year business studies class, with 19 

students (9 boys and 10 girls), on 32 occasions. 

Following this they analysed their own practice through a 

reflective self-study approach. 

Various active learning 

methodologies were 

implemented, with some 

repeated, with minor 

adjustments to establish the 

most successful format for 

optimal student engagement 

and learning enhancement.

DISCUSSION
Active learning is an instructional approach 

whereby students become actively engaged in the 

content, through meaningful methodologies. 

Researchers have highlighted that there are 

various outcomes to implementing active learning, 

including challenges such as student resistance, 

efficacy of techniques, preparation time and ability 

to cover the syllabus. Prior research outlines 

impacts to both teaching and learning. Teaching 

was found to be impacted positively, in a way that 

allows teachers to better engage with and support 

their students. Learning was found to have both 

positive and negative impacts. Positively, student’s 

academic achievement improves (Gibbs 1992). 

However, a negative impact highlights an increase 

in student anxiety (Cooper et al. 2018).
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