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Energy and Classroom Management

Learning can take place anywhere—even in a poor learning environment; however, an environment devoted to learning makes all the difference in the world.  In my opinion, the optimum learning environment is physically comfortable, suited for the type of learning to be done, connected to required information, and monitored by a facilitative instructor.  For this thought paper I am concentrating on the facilitative instructor.

I began my teaching career at the Coast Guard’s Training Center at Petaluma, CA in 1996.  I was recruited into the training world because of my facilitation and project management experience.  At that time, the Coast Guard was undertaking a new initiative in “soft skills training”—facilitation, leadership, management.  The idea was to let the students experience more activity based learning environment.  Instructors were told to remove the podium from their classroom.  We were to incorporate student activities and debriefs into existing course.  Emphasis was put on discovery learning; in short, we were to be more facilitator and less instructor.  To that end, the instructors were limited to a 20% lecture, 80% activity course.  This mindset shift was slow and painful (for some) but eventually we were able to drop lecture time down below the new standard.  After watching dozens and dozens of good and bad classes, I saw a pattern that was undeniable—the best classes had a balance of high and low energy.  I noticed that better classes had facilitative instructors who managed learner energy levels during the class.  

The concept of energy is often misunderstood.  Most people think that energy is either good or bad (positive or negative).  Energy in itself is not good or bad, it simply is.  The source of the value judgment is in the application of energy.  For example, when people cook on a stove, they see heat energy as good.  When they burn themselves on a hot pan, they see the same energy as bad.  The same can be said for a classroom.  Energy directed toward learning is good; energy directed toward mischief is not.
The second variable in the equation is balance.  Balance is a concept that is often understood but rarely mastered.  I used to pride myself on running a high energy learning environment.  After spending eight hours a day in my classes, students would leave twitching with excitement.  Student evaluations on the last day of class were overwhelmingly positive.  However, at the six month follow-up survey my students consistently reported back that they remembered and loved me but could not remember the subject matter.  Because of this course, I have come to understand that I have been missing balance.
Balanced classroom energy by this line of reasoning must have a minimum of two parts: high and low energy.  Each of these parts serves a purpose and both are influenced by the facilitative instructor.  

High Energy
Couldn’t you lose control of a high energy classroom easily?  Developing a high energy classroom can be a tricky process.  I maintain that there is a thin line between an active and productive class and one teetering on the brink of unrestrained chaos.  Much like the cooking example, it is the application of energy that determines in usefulness or hindrance.  High energy classrooms require structure.  I prefer establishing ground rules (student generated) and feedback rules immediately.  The ground rules are written and posted on a wall in the room for all students to see and follow.  The rules for feedback are simple.  The student providing feedback should be specific, timely, behavioral, and non-punishing.  In other words, tell them what they did, as soon as you can, in terms of their actions, using polite terms.  With this philosophy in place, I have not lost control of a learning environment.

Why would you want a high energy environment?  The high energy classroom is ideal for creative thinking.  In a safe exciting environment, learners are able to offer ideas and solutions.  Student energy often builds with each new idea. Other students then feel free to refine, expand, or differ on any number of points.  This building process is exciting and almost exclusively team oriented.  

With all of the students interacting, what does the instructor do?  The answer here is simple.  Stop being and instructor and start being a facilitator.  Facilitators monitor the pulse of the team members and offer suggestions to maintain momentum or draw conclusion.  To this end facilitators need to be familiar with creative thinking tools like brainstorming, metaphor, creative dramatics, etc.  They should be able to diagnose the team and make appropriate suggestions.  They will also monitor team behavior and group dynamics to ensure group norms and feedback rules are followed.  The facilitator may also be called on to answer technical questions (the old instructor role).  In a high energy classroom, the facilitative instructor has a more active, less authoritative role.  Depending on skill and philosophy, this may be considerably more difficult.
Low Energy

Why would I ever want to have a low energy classroom?  Students cannot learn in a high energy environment exclusively.  Eventually even the hardest core extravert will reach sensory and information overload.  It is therefore important to balance high energy sessions with a more reflective process that allows individuals to make sense of what they have seen and heard.  Often, lower energy environments are opportune times for the critical thinking process.  Ideas from the high energy sessions can be prioritized, analyzed, and selected or rejected.  This is also a prime time for self exploration.  Learners should be encouraged to engage in some metacognition.  Tools that support this behavior include journaling, briefing on process, and debriefing progress.
Wouldn’t a low energy classroom be boring?  I have settled on the phrase ‘low energy’, not ‘no energy’.  I would not advocate the removal of energy from a learning environment.  Some energy is always needed for the learning process but the learners do not need to be swinging from the rafters from start to finish.  A lower energy environment is generally oriented toward individuals and small groups.
With all of the students reflecting, what does the facilitator do?  The facilitator’s job is to select the process for reflection and critical analysis.  Once the process is established and understood, all that is left is monitoring, minor corrections, and guidance.  For the most part, the students will monitor their own behavior and leave the facilitator to plan the next high energy adventure.

Conclusion
My developing theory of energy places the burden of regulating student learning squarely on the shoulders of the instructor.  This concept flies in the face of many educators’ thoughts on training.  I have often heard from peers that instructors are only required to present information clearly and the rest of learning is up to the student.  These concepts are not supported by this thought paper.  

This idea requires the instructor to prepare for a course long before students are identified.  Classroom philosophy, intervention selection, and energy management are skills and concepts that take time to acquire and develop.  In some cases, this concept will require instructors to temporarily double, maybe triple, the amount of work they do now.

A secondary skill required by the facilitative instructor is the ability to assess the learner’s energy level and select methods based on that level.  This skill has three major tasks: evaluating the current level, determining the desired level, and selecting a method to change the energy level appropriately. 
It is possible to teach an effective course without paying attention to energy flow; however, the chances of success are increased substantially if energy is a managed feature of learning.  

The following diagram is a pictorial representation of the ides presented in this paper:
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