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Introduction

As learning experiences increasingly occur in synchronous and asynchronous learning environments, strategies that both welcome students to class and support student learning are increasingly important. Traditional ice breakers, while typically shared with a goal of building community and student engagement, can sometimes have unintended and even negative consequences for students (Gonzalez, 2016; Mather, 2020; Walter, 2020). This text shares a collection of opening activities that are designed to simultaneously engage students, build safe and connected classroom communities, and support student learning. All strategies can be easily adapted and personalized to fit individual course and content needs. The strategies are adaptable for face-to-face, synchronous online, and asynchronous online learning contexts. Shared activities are aligned with associated learning-science research and incorporate strategies that have been shown to promote student engagement and learning. Activities rely on strategies such as retrieval practice, active recall, spaced practice, and interleaving, among other evidence-based instructional strategies.









The Opening Minutes

The opening minutes of a classroom experience are critical. The tone set in a session’s first five-ten minutes can significantly impact and influence, in both positive and negative ways, the quality and nature of the subsequent learning experience. How a teacher begins classroom instruction can set the tone for an entire time (session, semester, year) spent with students and as a class community. How students spend that time can also have a positive impact on their learning in both the short and long term. When the opening minutes of a class are approached as an opportunity to build student connections, collaboration, and community, all learners benefit.


“The greatness of a community is most accurately measured by the compassionate actions of its members.”

Coretta Scott King











The Benefits of Warm-Up Activities

The term ice breaker refers to a broad category of activities that typically include games, activities, and/or exercises that are designed to warm-up a conversation, welcome participants, and create a learning community. These warm-up activities are often used in classrooms, meetings, trainings, team-building sessions, and other events to encourage engagement among a group of learners and session participants. Ice breakers are often used to both encourage and support the interaction of a group of individuals who may or may not have worked with one another in a prior context.

Ice breaker or warm-up activities are excellent opportunities to increase student comfort with (and within) a class as well as the associated classroom community. Research on the importance of warm-ups is extensive. When done well, warm-ups can build community, encourage and infuse a positive tone, build trust, and set a foundation for productive and positive relationship building (Baldomero Loor Ponce et al., 2020; Cotter, 2000). Effective warm-ups can also lead to a more relaxed and supportive learning environment, contribute to positive student engagement, and support student ownership in the overall classroom experience (Baldomero Loor Ponce et al., 2020; Cotter, 2000).

Pantry/Resource List


	❐  Icebreakers: Why are they important? See: https://swiftkickhq.com/icebreakers-why-important/


	❐  Icebreakers. See: https://teaching.cornell.edu/teaching-resources/building-inclusive-classrooms/icebreakers


	❐  The Three Benefits of Using Ice Breakers. See: https://drexel.edu/goodwin/professional-studies-blog/overview/2018/July/The-3-benefits-of-ising-ice-breakers/


	❐  20 Great Icebreakers for the Classroom. See: https://www.gpb.org/blogs/education-matters/2016/07/21/20-great-icebreakers-for-the-classroom


	❐  20 Classroom Icebreakers for College Professors. See: https://tophat.com/blog/classroom-icebreakers/


	❐  Please, No More Ice-Breakers. See: https://teachingsixes.com/iste_3/please-no-more-icebreakers/


	❐  Ice Breaker and Warm-Up Exercises. See: https://marylandcasa.org/wp-content/uploads/2013/09/icebreakers-bklt-Annual-Conference-2011.pdf




These first five (or more) minutes of class are often where connection, community, and collaboration both originate and form (Eure & Milner, 2004). Those opening minutes are also the seeds and critical ingredients from which a lesson grows. These seeds/ingredients, however, are as varied as our students. There are more than 250,000 different types of flower seeds on record. There are even more ingredients in a market and/or culinary cupboard. Recipes are similarly infinite in number. As we think about the variation, we might also consider the instructional ingredients we bring to our classrooms. In this text, we explore some of the many different types of seeds and seasonings we might use to initiate our classroom instruction and build our classroom communities.









The Importance of Warm-Up Activities

As noted, warm-ups have long been a part of face-to-face instruction and research on the importance of warm-up activities is extensive. The first few minutes of class are incredibly important. These important first few minutes, however, are often a challenge to sustain in content-related ways in both online and face-to-face learning contexts.

Pantry/Resource List


	❐  Why You Should Always Start with a Warmer. See: https://busyteacher.org/7610-why-you-should-always-start-with-a-warmer.html7 Activities to Build Community and Positive Classroom Culture During Online Learning. See: https://www.nytimes.com/2020/08/27/learning/7-activities-to-build-community-and-positive-classroom-culture-during-online-learning.html


	❐  Some like it hot: Don’t forget to warm up online learning spaces. See: https://www.timeshighereducation.com/opinion/some-it-hot-dont-forget-warm-online-learning-spaces




Ice breakers are often used to help build community. They can set tone, build trust, offer opportunities for connection, and initiate relationship building (Rosegard & Wilson, 2013).

Pantry/Resource List

Reduce tension and anxiety


	❐  Icebreakers to Reduce Stress and Build Connection. See: https://it.osu.edu/news/2020/07/22/icebreakers-reduce-stress-and-build-connection


	❐  7 Icebreakers for Small Groups to Break the Tension. See: https://www.time-management-abilities.com/icebreaker-games-for-small-groups.html


	❐  Debnath, B., & Jayakrishnan, K. (2017, March–April). Ice breakers to de-stress college students. International Journal of Pharmaceutical Sciences Review and Research, 43(2), 97–102.


	❐  20 Great Icebreakers for the Classroom. See: https://www.gpb.org/blogs/education-matters/2016/07/21/20-great-icebreakers-for-the-classroom




Encourage interaction


	❐  The Importance of Icebreakers in Online Classes. See: https://dl.sps.northwestern.edu/blog/2015/07/the-importance-of-icebreakers-in-online-classes/ 


	❐  Icebreakers, Introductions, Energizers, and other Experiential Activities. See: https://www.albany.edu/cpr/gf/resources/Icebreakers-and-Introductions.htm




Create expectations of learning through active engagement


	❐  7 Active Icebreakers to Get Your Students Up and Moving. See: https://www.weareteachers.com/active-icebreakers/












The Challenges

Despite good intentions, ice breakers do not always achieve desired goals. In many iterations, ice breakers have the potential to create situations directly counter to those intended. For example, many icebreaker activities unintentionally pressure students to share personal information. It is important to find ways to build community, collaboration, trust, and connection without pressuring students to share in potentially uncomfortable ways. In addition to concerns regarding the impact of common warm-ups on student privacy and comfort, there are also concerns that many ice breakers have little, if any, alignment with course learning goals and objectives.


“Act as if what you do makes a difference. It does.”

William James











Online Learning Contexts and Community-Building Challenges

To develop and sustain supportive classroom communities in which every member feels valued requires both intentionality and care. In both face-to-face and online classrooms, community cannot be taken for granted. Rather, community and connection must be nurtured and cultivated. Cultivation, however, requires a variety of factors, many of which are contextually dependent.









Options

So, how can instructors better connect, collaborate, and engage with, for, and alongside their students? This text offers a collection of recipes that are all adaptable, customizable, and able to be personalized to best suit the needs and dynamics of any individual classroom setting.


A Recipe to Break/Melt the Ice

I: Interaction/Instruction

C: Community/Connection

E: Engagement/Energy










The Recipe Box/What Follows

This text presents (cooks up) a collection of powerful opening activities (ice breaker recipes) that are designed to engage students, build classroom communities, and support student learning. All strategies are pedagogically grounded in educational research and can be easily adapted and personalized. Many are variations on well-loved and long-used activities. Many will seem familiar. Hopefully, you’ll also find some new ideas to adapt and implement to fit individual course and content needs.

Each recipe and illustrative warm-up can be adapted and adopted in online learning experiences as well as face-to-face learning environments. All activities are aligned with research-based learning strategies. Each of the activities is presented as an item in a buffet. Sample one or more. Taste and season to suit your individual classroom needs. Adapt and refine over time.









A Learning Buffet

Why a buffet? Easy! There is no one recipe for optimal learning experiences. Buffets have been a staple of the food industry for decades. In traditional buffets, large bowls of nutritious—and often delicious—treats are placed on ice for cooling and freshness. Hungry guests dig in, sample, and taste a plethora of foods. Buffets are as varied as the individuals who enjoy them. Buffets and the individuals who enjoy them are also as varied as our learners.

Think of this collection of activities as a buffet of ice breaker options for you and your learners. Select one, select several. Create platters. Mix, adapt, and season as desired. Curate the perfect plate of instruction as you work to break the ice and build learning communities that strengthen learning and connection for all students. Dig in to learn more! Season as desired. Enjoy! Share!









Test Kitchen Structure & Recipe Tidbits


Buffet of Ice Breaker Activities


	Educational focus


	Content alignment 


	Avoid personal/private questions


	Adaptable to any course content or discipline


	How-tos


	Links to supporting materials






Buffet Style


	Open access 


	Select, mix, and adapt


	Make a platter 


	Garden style—pick several, make a salad, toss






How Activities are Presented and Organized


	Aligned with one or more associated learning strategies


	Pairable activities (stack, mix, adapt)


	Anticipated time to prep


	Anticipated time to consume 






Best Practices when Introducing an Activity


	Explain how the activity is related to content


	Explain how the activity is important for learning


	Explain the learning science behind each activity






Tools Needed (to Break the Ice)


	A positive attitude, enthusiasm


	Pencil and paper/writing instrument


	Tech tools—web browsers






How Activities Are Coded


	Learning strategy (illustrative strategies include retrieval practice, active recall, spaced practice, interleaving practice, elaboration, visualizations, inquiry-based instruction, student-led inquiry, kinesthetic activities)


	Duration: Varies


	Time in semester/term/year (beginning/middle/end)




Pantry/Resource List


	❐  AAC&U. (n.d.). High-Impact Educational Practices. https://www.aacu.org/sites/default/files/files/LEAP/HIP_tables.pdf


	❐  Brame, C. J. (2016). Active Learning. Vanderbilt University Center for Teaching. https://cft.vanderbilt.edu/active-learning/


	❐  Bonwell, C. C., & Eison, J. A. (1991). Active Learning: Creating Excitement in the Classroom. ASHE-ERIC Higher Education Reports. https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/ED336049.pdf


	❐  Cornell University Center for Teaching Innovation. (n.d.). Getting Started with Active Learning Techniques. https://teaching.cornell.edu/getting-started-active-learning-techniques


	❐  Dwyer, F. (2010). Edgar Dale’s Cone of Experience: A quasi-experimental analysis. International Journal of Instructional Media, 37(4), 431–437.


	❐  eduXpert, (n.d.). 6 Effective Learning Strategies for Effective Learning. 6 Effective Learning Strategies for Effective Learning | EduxpertThe e-Learning Network. (2017). The Cone of Experience by Edgar Dale. https://www.eln.co.uk/blog/experience-cone-dale


	❐  Handelsman, J., Miller, S., & Pfund, C. (2007). Scientific Teaching. Macmillan.


	❐  Kuh, G. D. (2008). High-Impact Educational Practices: What They Are, Who Has Access to Them, and Why They Matter. https://provost.tufts.edu/celt/files/High-Impact-Ed-Practices1.pdf 


	❐  Janoska, L. (2017, August 28). What Really is the Cone of Experience? https://elearningindustry.com/cone-of-experience-what-really-is


	❐  Teaching and Learning Commons. (n.d.). Getting Started with Active Learning Guide. https://engagedteaching.ucsd.edu/_files/resources/active-learning-guide.pdf













What’s on the Menu/Ice Breaker Buffet


Organized by Category (Activities Served on a Bowl of Ice)


	A.  Hors d’oeuvres—single serve, individual, bite size, teasers


	B.  Appetizers—content and lesson teasers to share in groups


	C.  Main Courses/Entrées—substantive, sustainable activities and aligned content


	D.  Sides/Fruits/Vegetables—not necessarily aligned with content but healthy, “good for you” activities that add educational nutrition 


	E.  Sweet Treats/Desserts—fun, not closely aligned with content, but easy to share 


	F.  Half-Baked Snacks and Seasonings/Samplers




Note: These are loosely defined categories. As with most buffets, anything goes. Take a lot. Take a little. Swap. Mix. Share. Experiment. Re-imagine. Re-invent.
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