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Teaching in the Fast Lane offers teachers a way to increase student engagement: 
an active classroom. The active classroom is about creating learning experiences 

differently, so that students engage in exploration of the content and take on a 
good share of the responsibility for their own learning. It’s about students reach-

ing explicit targets in different ways, which can result in increased student effort 
and a higher quality of work.  

Author Suzy Pepper Rollins details how to design, manage, and maintain an 
active classroom that balances autonomy and structure. She offers student- 
centered, practical strategies on sorting, station teaching, and cooperative 

learning that will help teachers build on students’ intellectual curiosity,  
self-efficacy, and sense of purpose. 

Using the strategies in this book, teachers can strategically “let go” in ways that 
enable students to reach their learning targets, achieve more, be motivated to 
work, learn to collaborate, and experience a real sense of accomplishment.
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1

Introduction

Anyone who has been in education for a long time has encountered a 
plethora of perspectives and philosophies about instructional practices 
from leaders, presenters, and colleagues. One fall, a new principal arrived 
at our building. Our test scores were, well, pretty dismal. And while no 
one specifically connected the dots for us, a new person was now in our 
former leader’s office. His early pronouncement, which he later recanted, 
was the following:

Teachers are not allowed to sit down.

In his defense, our school had challenges. It was a high-poverty school 
with high absenteeism, transience, and other issues. And teachers certainly 
needed to be up monitoring and checking on their pupils, which is prob-
ably what he meant. I have never been a principal, so I can only imagine 
the pressures they are under to meet expectations from their supervisors 
and to ensure an orderly school environment.

But when the research is examined about the benefits of students 
doing more of the active learning than their teachers, expending more 
energy during learning experiences, and talking and moving more than 
their teachers, the following guidance would have been more in line with 
research:

Students should be the most active members of the classroom.
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2 Teaching in the Fast Lane

It took me years to realize the depth of importance in that procla-
mation. My first year of teaching was marked by covering up my own 
insecurities and deficiencies. I held an iron grip on my 9th graders, 
tolerated no dissent from students, and was mistakenly commended 
by leaders for my classroom being so incredibly quiet. My strategy only 
worked because our students were quite compliant. What no one knew 
is that I had nightmares about losing control of my students. I worried 
about losing my hard-earned job if administrators thought I didn’t have 
things together. Fortunately, one of the most amazing teachers I’ve ever 
encountered just happened to be right next door. I watched, listened, 
practiced, and learned.

My next position was in one of the poorest middle schools in the 
country. A teacher was leaving in the middle of the year, and I had one day 
to transition with her. There was no semblance of protocols remaining 
in her classroom. Her eyes were swollen with tears. Shaken by what I had 
witnessed, my old control fears returned. I began my first day by posting 
more edicts than any student could remember or follow. I was determined 
that these 6th graders would not get the best of me. Right out of the gate,  
I was going to send the message that this was my classroom now. As I  
began reading these edicts one by one, a sea of blank faces stared back.  
A stark realization came over me. Only a handful of my new students 
understood enough English to comprehend much of my decrees . . .  
thankfully. They were starting over with a new teacher. I was starting 
over with my new pupils. I erased the board and began anew.

About This Book

This book is about strategically letting go of some of the best parts of 
the learning so that students reach their learning targets, achieve more, 
are motivated to work, learn to collaborate, and develop a sense of 
accomplishment. It’s about our students getting in the fast lane of 
learning so that they are more rigorously productive.

The first chapter is the why—the benefits for students when they, 
rather than the teachers, are the most active ones in the classroom. 
Tragically, if the research is to be believed, most students’ days are 
spent sitting at desks listening. Human beings of any age are not very 
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3Introduction

good at that. Learners tend to achieve more and remember concepts 
better when they can engage in hands-on, collaborative learning. And 
employers are not seeking students who are good at sitting and just 
listening, anyway. Instead, organizations today are seeking applicants 
who are problem solvers, leaders, communicators, and decision makers 
and can work well in teams. Those skills are better practiced and nurtured 
in an active classroom.

A myth of the student-centered, active classroom is that it lacks 
structure. Students need structure and predictability in what is going 
to occur in the classroom. In fact, one can argue that having effec-
tive learning structures in place is even more important in the active 
classroom than in the teacher delivery mode because students will be 
moving, working in teams, and collaborating. One theme of this book 
is the importance of a lesson framework that balances student auton-
omy and classroom structure. An overarching question in this and 
other sections is “What content needs to be directly taught, and what 
can students learn on their own?” Chapter 3 provides some thoughts 
on rethinking lesson frameworks to ensure that each lesson compo-
nent has a purposeful, distinct mission. A conversation to have during 
this portion of the reading is, Are current lesson planning templates 
encouraging active learning or inadvertently limiting teacher (and 
student) creativity?

The center of the book is the “how” of getting students to do  
more of the thinking and working. These are next-day implementable 
strategies coupled with the research behind them. The wonderful 
world of sorting offers hands-on, thought-provoking ways to get  
every student authentically engaged. Station teaching, cooperative 
learning, and menus provide students with more responsibility for 
their learning. A common element in this section is increasing student 
autonomy and internal motivation to work hard. These middle chap-
ters provide explicit strategies that will move students to authentically 
participate.

The active classroom is not about teachers working less than students 
or vice versa . . . both sides work hard. But the work looks different. It’s 
more about creating learning experiences differently so that students 
engage in exploration of the content themselves. It’s about students 
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4 Teaching in the Fast Lane

reaching explicit targets in different ways. Within the lesson framework, 
there is variety, which encourages curiosity and memory. And while there 
are many times that teacher delivery is essential for parts of the content, 
teachers also let go, giving learners more control and some decision 
making over their own learning. The results can be getting more student 
effort and a higher quality of work.
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