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Chapter 6: The Design of Learning Environments

A. What do I want to remember from this chapter that may be helpful to my present or future teaching or to the TExES exam?

LEARNER-CENTERED ENVIRONMENTS:

Environment plays an important part in learning. Learner-centered environments “play careful attention to the knowledge, skills, attitudes, and beliefs that learners bring to the educational setting.” This includes the teacher being culturally aware and incorporating multiculturalism into the day-to-day functioning of the classroom. 

Learner-centered environments include teachers who are aware that learners construct their own meanings, beginning with the beliefs, understanding, and cultural practices they bring to the classroom.

Diagnostic Teaching: attempting to discover what students think in relation to the problems on hand, discussing their misconceptions sensitively, and giving them situations to go on thinking about which will enable them to adjust their ideas.

· diagnostic teaching starts from the structure of a child’s knowledge.

· learner-centered teachers recognize the importance of building on the conceptual and cultural knowledge that students bring with them to the classroom.

“Learner-centered instruction includes a sensitivity to the cultural practices of students and the effects of those practices on classroom learning.

Learner-centered teachers recognize and respect the importance of the learners’ home languages and language practices because they provide a basis for further learning. Many students may be highly intelligent, but because they are unable to put their knowledge in words in “proper grammar” their academic proficiency may not be recognized. There are many different dialects spoken among people of different races and nationalities. Even people of the same race may have different dialects among them. All aspects of language should be taken into consideration.

KNOWLEDGE-CENTERED ENVIRONMENTS:

“Knowledge-centered environments help students become knowledgeable by learning in ways that lead to understanding and subsequent transfer.”

“Knowledge-centered environments intersect with learner-centered environments when instruction begins with a concern for students’ initial preconceptions about the subject matter.” Without taking the students’ prior knowledge into consideration it is difficult to predict what they will be able to understand about new information that is taught to them.

Knowledge-centered environments emphasize student metacognition and making sense of information.

Progressive Formalization: a new approach to developing curricula that supports learning with understanding and encourage sense making. Progressive Formalization begins with the informal ideas that students bring to school and gradually helps them to see how these ideas can be transformed and formalized in order to acquire the concepts and procedures of a discipline. This type of instruction has been challenged because it doesn’t allow room to integrate subjects. An alternative to this is to expose students to the major features o a subject naturally, as well as structuring activities so students can explore, explain, extend, and evaluate their progress.

In knowledge-centered instruction, making connections between the procedural objectives from the scope and sequence of curricula is important to teaching for expertise.

The challenge to knowledge-centered instruction: “to strike a balance between activities designed to promote understanding and those designed to promote automaticity of skills necessary to function effectively without being overwhelmed by intentional requirements.”

ASSESSMENT-CENTERED ENVIRONMENTS:
The key principles of assessment are: 1) they should provide for feedback and revision and 2) what is assessed must be congruent with one’s learning goals.

There are two major uses of assessment: 

1) Formative Assessments are normally administered in the classroom setting and are used as sources of feedback to improve teaching and learning. This may be in the form of notes written to the students on graded work. The opportunity for feedback occurs continuously, may be formal or informal, and is not intrusive. It should focus on understanding and not only on memorizing procedures and facts. Teachers should help students build self-assessment skills to assess their work, as well as the work of their peers “in order to help everyone learn more effectively.” This is important to the metacognition approach to instruction. The feedback from this type of assessment is “most valuable when students have the opportunity to use it to revise their thinking.”

2) Summative Assessments measure what students have learned at the end of a set learning activity or instruction. These are performance-based assessment and are usually in the form of teacher made tests or standardized tests.

The challenge to implementing good assessment practices is the need to change how teachers, students, and parents currently view effective learning. They have to be shown that effective learning isn’t just memorizing facts and procedures. The old saying “old habits die hard” seem to fit here. Veteran teachers who have always taught the same way are usually resistant to change just as parents who experienced schooling a certain way believes that their instruction was right and that is how teaching should be. Knowing the type of instruction I received in school has made me expect more for my own children’s education. As a parent, I’ve always felt that traditional classroom instruction was not up to par. I’ve always been highly involved in my children’s education, probably much to the teacher’s chagrin because I have certain expectation for my children outside of what the school expects. Some of the work teachers have accepted and graded I’ve made my children re-do because it wasn’t up to my expectations. Given the type of school we received, I don’t understand why more parents aren’t as involved and expecting the bar to be raised.

COMMUNITY-CENTERED ENVIRONMENTS:
Community-centered environments refer to several aspects: “classroom as a community, school as a community, and the degree to which students, teachers, and administrators feel connected to the larger community of homes, businesses, states, the nation, and the world.”

Different norms and practices in different schools and communities have major effects on what is taught and how it is assessed. Different schools teach and assess in different ways.

The classroom community can be affected by the teacher’s grading practices. This can have a positive or negative impact depending on the student. Student competition for the teacher’s attention, approval, and for grades can also create problems in enforcing classroom community. Adults who work in the school environment affect the sense of community in the school.

“Family is essential to learning in community-centered environments, as they provide resources for children’s learning, activities in which learning occurs, and connections to the community.” Children learn their attitudes about school and other aspects of society by observing their family. If the family values school, the child usually does as well.

Children usually participate in many other activities outside of the home that can foster learning – learning is a part of the goals of these activities. My youngest son is a cub scout and this organization believes in the boys learning more skills and knowledge. They learn to promote goodwill through food drives and visiting nursing facilities, learn about other countries and cultures through activities like having pen-pals in other countries, and they do arts and crafts in their weekly meetings. He is also part of a Tae Kwon Do club where he is expected to learn self-defense, as well as self-control, socialization skills, and how to listen and follow directions. Tae Kwon Do helps him to continue to refine gross motor skills.

Television plays a big part of the lives of children. People’s existing beliefs and knowledge affect what they notice, understand, and remember from watching TV. Programs can have different effects on different people depending on who is watching the program and if they are watching it alone or with others. My youngest son loves to watch Dexter’s Laboratory and sometimes I find myself having to clarify or explain some of the information that he sees on the cartoon. However, he seems to learn a lot for the show as well, such as he surprised me when we were doing a home experiment and we needed some water and he used the term H2O. I asked him where he learned it and he said Dexter’s Laboratory. This has happened on several occasions, but this is one instance that I can recall now. On the other hand, my oldest son, who is 15, wants to be an actor. He sees the luxurious side of the entertainment industry portrayed on TV and he is consumed with being famous and making it big. I try to help him to see the negative side of the business as well. Outside of celebrities getting arrested for allegedly committing various types of crimes, which is shown on TV, he doesn’t see how many actors work more than one job or who may work sporadically. He doesn’t see the rejection and the extent by which the media constantly invades the privacy of the rich and famous. I have to help him to see recognize this.

“Television provide images and role models that can affect how children view themselves, how they see others, attitudes about what academic subjects they should be interested in, and other topic related to person perception…Children can misinterpret information that they hear on TV programs depending on what they already know… Stereotyping is a negative effect that can result from watching TV. The effects TV can have on a learner can be positive if the information is extended through adult guidance and discussions.”

THE IMPORTANCE OF ALIGNMENT:
Teachers cannot tell if a student is learning unless there is alignment between what they are learning and assessment. “The school as a whole needs consistent alignment.”

“Activities in school must be aligned with the goals and assessment practices of the community. Teacher’s goals for learning should fit with the curriculum they teach and the school’s goal, which in turn fit the goals implicit in the tests of accountability used in the school system.”

All four perspectives of learning environments should be in alignment and have the potential to overlap and mutually influence one another.

All perspectives: learner-centered, knowledge-centered, assessment-centered, and community-centered are interrelated and together are beneficial to students’ learning and use of higher order thinking skills.

B. How do these readings connect to my prior experience in education?

In my personal educational experience, there were no learner-centered environments when I was growing up. The classroom instruction that I received throughout elementary, secondary, and most of my college years was along the traditional lines of instruction. The teachers provided lectures that were more didactic in nature while we took extensive notes. The class that sticks out most to me is my sophomore year of high school Biology. My teacher was a football coach who also “taught” Biology. Everyday our instruction consisted of taking extensive notes. The only change would come on test days when we recalled facts that were memorized by rote. Honestly, this did not bother me for this class because I enjoy the sciences. But this type of instruction was not learner-centered. I would say that it wasn’t even knowledge-centered as there were not inquiry discussions provided in order for us to conceptualize the information. The traditional schooling that I received also involved completing many worksheets, constant drill and practice, and there were no opportunities to inquire and discuss what we learned in a lesson. The lessons usually abruptly ended without a smooth transition to the next subject. Subjects were rarely integrated. I can remember having hands on experiences during primary years, but after elementary school and definitely after middle school, there were few haptic experiences. Metacognition and self-assessment were not common.

C. What questions or comments can I bring to help my colleagues as I extend, expand, explain, question, or clarify issues surrounding this reading?

1) Given what we have learned from this chapter, as well as from other courses about learner-centered environments, why do teachers not strive to be sure their classrooms are learner-centered? Why learn all of this information and not use it? I understand that it will take time to implement due to other classroom priorities, but if these environments are so beneficial to our students, one would think it would be work the extra work.

2) Can “color-blind” teachers have a true learner-centered classroom? I don’t think so because race must be considered in getting a complete picture of the child’s experiences in order to “tailor” instruction for the needs of each individual student. Race should not be a determining factor in creating ability groups or stereotyping, but it has to been considered in understanding the students and their prior experiences. Any other thoughts?

