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Active Learning
Principles and Practice
Active learning is a broad educational term that refers to several models 
of instruction where the learner creates and takes responsibility for his 
or her own learning. 

Reading a textbook, listening to a lecture, watching a video or a 
demonstration, or looking at pictures, graphs, or exhibits are forms of 
passive learning and have an important place in massage curricula. However, 
educational research demonstrates that well-organized active learning 
experiences lead to better student-to-student and student-to-instructor 
interaction, improved grades, increased communication skills, higher-level and 
critical thinking skills, teamwork, and motivation to learn.1  

A MODEL FOR ACTIVE LEARNING 
There are a variety of models for active learning; one such model (see Image 1) 
suggests that active learning involves two types of dialogue and two types of 
experiences. 

1.  Dialogue with self. When students “dialogue with self,” they must reflect on 
a topic and explore what they think and feel. Students might keep a journal, 
prepare their thoughts in writing before sharing them with others, or add 
items to a learning portfolio. Such activities help students develop values, 
ethics, and critical thinking skills.
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Promote a positive, 
supportive, and upbeat 
campus environment 

with “encourage mints.” 
Place encouraging words 

on labels, then affix 
them to the back of mint 

candies. Pass a bowl full of 
encourage mints around and 
have each student take one; 
then have them read their 

quotes out loud. After each 
student has read his or her 
encourage mint, discuss the 

power of positive words. 
Use them at open house 
events, before a big test, 
during orientation, in the 

front lobby, 
or set them 
on the desks 

of faculty 
and staff. 

Enjoy!

The 
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of free 
CE 

hours ABMP has provided 
to teachers as part of our 
Instructors on the Front 
Lines program.
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2.  Dialogue with 
others. Research 
indicates that 
students retain 
70 percent of 
what is said 
in a class 
discussion.2 
Small and 
large class 
discussions, 
posting ideas 
to online 
forums, or 
working on 
a group project 
provide students with 
information on alternate 
problem-solving strategies, 
differing points of view, and 
insights into other people and their 
drives and motivations.

3.  Experience of observing. When students 
watch a demonstration or video, view an 
exhibit, or even listen to a lecture, they have 
an experience of observing. We turn this 
experience into an active learning activity if 
we structure it in such a way that it includes 
a dialogue with self or with others. 

4.  Experience of doing. Researchers believe that 
90 percent of what students say and do during 
dramatic presentations and simulations of real 
experiences, and while doing the real thing, are 
retained.3 In massage school, experiences of doing 

are abundant 
because you can’t 
learn massage 
without giving 
and receiving 
massage. The 
question is 
how to best 
structure 
these 
experiences so 

that students 
develop a full 

range of skills 
including better 

communication and 
critical thinking. One 

idea is to teach students 
how to give and receive good 

feedback (find resources for 
giving and receiving feedback at ABMP.

com in the “Massage School Instructors” section). 

PUTTING IT ALL TOGETHER
When these four types of activities are properly 
connected, the impacts are cumulative. Think 
about how you frame learning experiences to better 
integrate them. Can you have students dialogue 
with self and others, before and after having an 
experience of observing and doing?  How can you 
implement these processes into your classroom?

CAUTIONS WITH ACTIVE LEARNING 
The use of active learning strategies has many 
benefits, but only if the activities are carefully 
designed by the instructor to provide a meaningful 
framework for students. Additionally, active learning 
works best with classes of students who are already 
bonded and demonstrate a degree of learning 
independence. In early classes, when learners 
don’t have as much confidence in classmates or in 
themselves as learners, more traditional strategies 
help build a foundation so that active learning can 
be used in later classes. 

Notes
1.  C. Bonwell and J. Eison, “Active Learning: Creating Excitement 

in the Classroom,” in AEHE-ERIC Higher Education Report #1, 

(Hoboken, NJ: Jossey-Bass, 1991). 

2.  E. Dale. Audio-Visual Methods in Teaching, 3rd ed. (New York: 

The Dryden Press, 1969). 

3. Ibid.

The Think–Pair–Share activity can help you turn 
a lecture or demonstration into an active learning 
experience. At a certain point, stop your lecture and 
give students a question to answer or a problem to 
solve. Have students work the first 5 minutes alone 
(think). Next, instruct them to discuss their ideas 
with another student (pair). Finally, have students 
communicate their ideas with the class (share). 

This simple activity keeps lectures engaging and 
ensures that students pay attention to content and 
apply critical thinking skills.
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Body Thinking is an art-based activity that connects senses to 
thought during the application of massage techniques. Instructors 
can use it to promote students’ fluidity of massage application, and help them bypass 
their inner critic and create better body connections to the application of massage. 

Body Thinking Activity Directions:
During a massage exchange, instruct students to start applying massage to a specific body area, 
as they normally would, and allow them to settle into the massage.

Next, direct students to perform the massage from a variety of perspectives. For example: 
•  Apply massage as if you are rain (wind, thunder, sunshine, etc.). 
•  Apply massage as if you are the color blue (red, black, purple, etc.). 
•  Apply massage as if you are an old woman (child, blind, etc.). 
•  Apply massage as if you are a giant and you are trying not to hurt the client. 

Play and have fun—anything works!

At the end of the session, process the results with questions like: 
•  How did it feel to apply massage as if you are rain? How did that change the way you moved 

your body? How did that change the way you thought about the stroke? 
•  How easy was it to embody the color blue? What did you visualize as you applied massage? 
•  What were the challenges with this activity? Was it easy? Was it fun? Was it hard? Why or 

why not?

Are You Liable?
WHAT INSTRUCTORS NEED TO KNOW
Many massage educators believe their institutional liability 
policy covers all administrators, instructors, and students in all 
situations. But, depending on how the policy is written, this may or 
may not be true. Injuries inflicted by an instructor on a student account 
for the highest insurance payouts on record at ABMP. Faulty equipment 
set up, inappropriate techniques, and failure to identify contraindications 
can all lead to serious injury. 

It is important to review your school’s policy carefully. Here are some 
examples of variability between policies. Your school’s policy may:
•  Only provide coverage if the school is named in a suit, but not if 

individual instructors or students are named. 
•  Cover negligence, but not general liability.
•  Be limited to on-site activities and not cover internships or activities 

outside of school, such as continuing education classes. 
More than likely, you should hold your own liability 

insurance. As a Certified, Professional, or Practitioner member 
of ABMP, you can protect yourself if you are named individually 
in a suit anywhere you work: in a private practice, or as an 
employee, teacher, or continuing education provider. 

For more information, contact ABMP at 800-458-2267.

Art-Based 
Learning
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What is ELAP?
The Entry-Level Analysis Project (ELAP) is a research 
project initiated by the Coalition of National Massage 
Therapy Organizations, which includes the Alliance 
for Massage Therapy Education, American Massage 
Therapy Association, Associated Bodywork & Massage 
Professionals, the Commission on Massage Therapy 
Accreditation, the Federation of State Massage Therapy 
Boards, the Massage Therapy Foundation, and the National 
Certification Board for Therapeutic Massage & Bodywork. 

The primary objectives of this project are to define 
the knowledge and skill components of entry-level 
education and recommend the minimum number of 
hours schools should teach to prepare graduates for safe 
and competent practice in the massage profession. 

The blueprint includes data-informed 
recommendations for key terms and concepts, and 
hands-on skills; proper educational scaffolding 
illuminated by progressive learning objectives and 
examples of educational experiences used to tabulate 
hours; and the organization of information based on 
increasing levels of knowledge and skill complexity 
to support exceptional curriculum design, content 
development, and teaching. 

The project team took educators’ feedback on the 
initial blueprint into consideration when compiling 
the final documents, which were published in  
February 2014. In the upcoming months, ABMP will 
offer webinars that support the effective use of these 
documents in your program.

Visit the ELAP website, www.elapmassage.org, to 
learn more about the project and to read the final 
report and education blueprint. 


