Sessional Teaching Program: Module 3: Introduction

Learning Environments
What are Learning Environments?

We can consider the Learning Environment to be a combination of the physical or virtual space, and the social, cognitive and emotional circumstances in which learning takes place.

1. Reflection

Let's start with your own experience:
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xercise 1
Recall a time when you had a very positive learning experience and the environment in which that took place.
Which of the following aspects of that environment contributed to the positive nature of the experience?

	Aspect of learning environment
	YES
	NO
	Describe/Comment

	physical

	
	
	

	virtual

	
	
	

	social

	
	
	

	cognitive

	
	
	

	emotional

	
	
	

	other...


	
	
	


Can you generalise from this as to the influence the environment has on students' learning?

2. What would you like to learn from this module?

	I would like to learn about...
	YES
	Not Yet
	NO/NA

	1. Examples of the environment affecting student learning (see 3.1 below)
	
	
	

	2. Ways you might shape the learning environment (3.1, 3.2)
	
	
	

	3. Shaping the physical environment
	
	
	

	4. Practical tips for providing a supportive learning environment (4)
	
	
	

	5. Developing an implementation plan for improving the learning environment you provide (5)
	
	
	

	6. More detailed information about learning environments (3.4)
	
	
	

	7. Suggestions for more in-depth reading about learning environments (3.4)
	
	
	


3. Principles

It is important that the learning environment provides the best opportunity for students to be 
· active learners
· stimulated to learn more
· emotionally supported
· challenged to take risks, and
· feeling socially valued.

3.1 Examples of learning environments

Here are some examples of learning environments that either support or hinder student learning.
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xercise 2
Read each of the following examples and then click on the option which best answers the associated question:
Example 1  

A group of students sit at the back of a large, tiered lecture theatre. They can't hear the lecturer very well or see the whiteboard notes very clearly. The lecturer talks non-stop for 50 minutes in an attempt to cover the required material in the time available.

Do the physical and cognitive aspects of this environment 
support or hinder learning?
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	No they don't support learning.

Students in remote parts of a lecture theatre can feel very disengaged, particularly if they can't see or hear very well. This is made even worse if the lecture is a one-way transmission offering only a passive role for students. Interspersing teacher talk with active participation by the students engages them much more effectively.

	Agreed.

Students in remote parts of a lecture theatre can feel very disengaged, particularly if they can't see or hear very well. This is made even worse if the lecture is a one-way transmission offering only a passive role for students. Interspersing teacher talk with active participation by the students engages them much more effectively.


Example 2  

A student has been struggling with the concepts and language in one of the assigned readings. Chatting with a classmate over coffee, together they make some sense of the ideas in the article. The concepts suddenly 'comes to life'.

Do the social and cognitive aspects in this example 
support or hinder learning?
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	Agreed.
Talking ideas through with someone else can help a student construct meaning around new concepts. This may happen in formal settings, like tutorials or discussion boards, or in quite informal ones, over coffee, or lunch, or on a bus, taking a walk...

	No they don't hinder learning.
Talking ideas through with someone else can help a student construct meaning around new concepts. This may happen in formal settings, like tutorials or discussion boards, or in quite informal ones, over coffee, or lunch, or on a bus, taking a walk...


Example 3  

The students in a tutorial are frustrated with the complexity of the task they have been set. One student has a go, but feels he has made a fool of himself. The tutor treats the situation with good humour, adding encouragingly to the student's tentative contribution. 

Do the emotional aspects in this environment 
support or hinder learning?
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	Agreed.

Emotion plays a very important role in student learning. A student who is encouraged to try out ideas and take risks is likely to learn more effectively than one who fears shame and embarrassment.

	No they don't hinder learning.

Emotion plays a very important role in student learning. A student who is encouraged to try out ideas and take risks is likely to learn more effectively than one who fears shame and embarrassment.


Example 4  

A lecturer is clearly 'passionate' about her topic. Her students get caught up in her enthusiasm and are even stimulated to find out more about it, independently.

Do the emotional and cognitive aspects in this example 
support or hinder learning?

[image: image7.wmf]support


[image: image8.wmf]hinder


	Agreed.

Yes they do. Enthusiasm is highly contagious and learning is more likely to take place when students are emotionally as well as intellectually involved; if the subject matter becomes something they actually care about.

	No they don't hinder learning.

On the contrary: enthusiasm is highly contagious and learning is more likely to take place when students are emotionally as well as intellectually involved; if the subject matter becomes something they actually care about.


Example 5  

A rather drab tutorial room is cluttered with furniture and both the tutor and the students complain about how unpleasant it is as they crowd uncomfortably into the spaces.

Do the physical aspects in this environment 
support or hinder learning?
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	No they don't support learning.
Interacting with others often helps learning, and students will be more likely to interact with each other if they are seated in a way that they can easily make eye contact with everyone else in the group. While there are some things about a room that you can't change, clearing away unnecessary clutter and arranging the chairs in a circle can mean removing some of barriers to effective communication.

	Agreed.
Interacting with others often helps learning, and students will be more likely to interact with each other if they are seated in a way that they can easily make eye contact with everyone else in the group. While there are some things about a room that you can't change, clearing away unnecessary clutter and arranging the chairs in a circle can mean removing some of barriers to effective communication.


Example 6  

A course has a compulsory MyUni discussion board component. The questions posed have generated a rich exchange of ideas. The students, from a range of cultural backgrounds, are getting to know others' opinions even though they're quiet in class.

Do the virtual, social and cognitive aspects in this environment 
support or hinder learning?
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	Agreed.

The online environment allows students to participate at a time and a pace that suits them. It gives students who may reluctant to contribute face to face, and in particular, students for whom English is an Additional Language (EAL), more opportunity to thoughtfully construct responses and contributions.

	No they don't support learning.

The online environment allows students to participate at a time and a pace that suits them. It gives students who may reluctant to contribute face to face, and in particular, students for whom English is an Additional Language (EAL), more opportunity to thoughtfully construct responses and contributions.


3.2 Shaping the learning environment

Exercise 3
From the examples given above and from reflection on your own experiences both as a learner and as a teacher, consider ways in which the environment might be 'shaped' in order to support students' learning:

Things to DO

Things to AVOID

3.3 Shaping the physical environment

Exercise 4
Consider the following arrangements of chairs/desks.
· What kinds of interactions would each encourage and discourage? 
(to/from/between/teacher/student/student)

· What kinds of teaching/learning activities would be fostered or 
inhibited by each arrangement?
(delivering/creating/applying/communincating/decision-making/other)

	Circle
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	Kinds of:

	
	Interactions encouraged:



	
	Interactions discouraged:



	
	Activities encouraged:



	
	Activities discouraged




	Around one large table
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	Kinds of:

	
	Interactions encouraged:



	
	Interactions discouraged:



	
	Activities encouraged:



	
	Activities discouraged




	Small circles/tables
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	Kinds of:

	
	Interactions encouraged:



	
	Interactions discouraged:



	
	Activities encouraged:



	
	Activities discouraged




	Horseshoe
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	Kinds of:

	
	Interactions encouraged:



	
	Interactions discouraged:



	
	Activities encouraged:



	
	Activities discouraged




	Rows
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	Kinds of:

	
	Interactions encouraged:



	
	Interactions discouraged:



	
	Activities encouraged:



	
	Activities discouraged




3.4 Reading
For a general overview of the topic see the "Learning Environments" (Module 3) Reading on the CLPD Sessional Teaching website.
Go to the STP Modules web page
<http://www.adelaide.edu.au/clpd/sessional/stp/>

See also these resources on the AmpliVox Sound Systems website.

http://www.ampli.com/presentationtips.htm
http://www.ampli.com/pdf/PocketTraining.pdf
They are part of a site relating to the use of sound systems. The Pocket Training PDF contains a useful summary of possible seating arrangements and the advantages and disadvantages associated with each.

4. Tips
Here are some suggestions for providing a suitable environment for student learning: 

· for small group activity, arrange seating so that all participants can see each other's faces - to ensure that all students feel included and encouraged to to contribute

· sit as one of the group rather than separately to put yourself in the position of a fellow learner, and allow students greater freedom to experiment with ideas

· organise furniture (chairs and tables) for flexible use to accommodate interaction with different group sizes to allow a variety of group activities

· ensure that all participants can clearly see and hear all that they need to

· ensure the students know your name and each other's names; this helps group cohesion 

· get to know and use the students' names so that students will feel known and acknowledged 'as a person'

· provide appropriate information and activities online, ensuring that students know what they are required to do and how. This gives them greater flexibility in when and how they access important information and perform required tasks

· structure online activities so that students can engage interactively with the course materials and with each other e.g. MyUni discussion board, electronic role play, online group work. This may be valuable for students whose first language is not English, or others who are shy in class

· make clear your goals and expectations and the processes for realising them, especially the criteria for their assessments

· provide structured classroom activities which facilitate student engagement in a range of group sizes; different learning activities work better with different group sizes

· be sensitive to the diversity among your students, modelling and requiring inclusive practices (see Module 5)
· encourage attempts at tasks, building on incorrect or imperfect responses, rather than rejecting them

· present yourself as a fellow learner, rather than the person who has all knowledge

· model problem-solving and other process activities such as structuring an essay or short answer

· seek regular feedback from your students in relation to their learning and the learning environment; be prepared to act on this feedback

5. Developing an implementation plan

Exercise

Identify one aspect of your students' learning environment (physical, virtual, cognitive, emotional or social) which you feel could support student learning more effectively than it currently does.
What would you need to do to bring about a change?
Be explicit about when and how you will implement that change and how you will determine its effectiveness.

	Your Implementation Plan

	
	Current Situation
	Your plan to improve it

(How? When?)

	Physical environment

	
	

	Virtual environment

	
	

	Social environment

	
	

	Emotional environment

	
	

	Cognitive environment

	
	

	Other

	
	


6. Your comments

Your comments on the ideas, materials or exercises in this module are valued.

Click on the following link:

Go to the STP Online Feedback Form
<http://www.adelaide.edu.au/clpd/sessional/stp/feedback.html>

Module 3: Introduction: page 10

_1324450418.unknown

_1324450420.unknown

_1324450421.unknown

_1324450419.unknown

_1324450414.unknown

_1324450416.unknown

_1324450417.unknown

_1324450415.unknown

_1324450412.unknown

_1324450413.unknown

_1324450411.unknown

_1324450410.unknown

