
Creating safe 

and positive 
environments 

for engaged 

learning 
Joanne Tompkins 
Faculty of Education  
First Annual Faculty Retreat, August 
25, 2015 



Context in which I teach 

 B Ed and M Ed program  

 Classes of 30-40 students (but have used 

with groups of 70) 

 Online Synchronous environments 

 Coady-like classrooms (tables, moveable 

furniture) 



Learning inherently 

involves some risk 

taking  



 

 

 Palmer (1999) describes optimal learning 

spaces as  

 OPEN 

 BOUNDED 

 HOSPITABLE- comfortable places to do 
‘uncomfortable work’ 

Safe and Positive Spaces 



Learning Zone 

Panic Zone Outdoor 

educators’ model 

of learning 

Comfort  

Zone 

We 

want 

to be 

HERE 



1. Ground rules 

Mutual respect 

Attentive listening 

Right to pass 

Appreciations – No put downs 

• Our personal experience is valid 
– just not universal. 

• You have the right to your own 
opinion, not your own facts. 



Learner Profile Cards - FRONT 

1. How do 

you learn 

best?  

3. What are your 

outside of class 

responsibilities? 

4. What 

prevents you 

from 

learning? 

6. What are 

your out of 

class interests? 

Name, Major, 

Place of origin 
5. Long term 

goals 

2. Your goal 

for taking this 

course 

2

.

  



Learner Profile Cards - BACK 

Something you should 

know about me this 

term…. 

What strategies do you 

use to destress about 

course work? 

Other Comments 



We have to become 

‘students of our 

students’ (Tomlinson, 

2009)  

The Differentiated 

Classroom 



3. Cooperative Learning base 

groups 



Intentional small groups 

 Provide a welcoming space for students 

who are least comfortable at X 

 Provide a safe non-judgemental space to 

throw out ‘half-formed’ thinking about 

learning 

 Increase students’ confidence to speak 

 Supports constructivism – that learners 

have to ‘construct’ their knowledge 



4. Community circles 

 QUICK 

 

SIMPLE 

 

BUILDS 

CONNECTION 

 

INCREASES 

LEARNING 

 

INSTRUCTOR 

FEEDBACK ON 

LEARNING 

 

GETS STUDENTS 

OUT OF SEATS 



5. Jigsaw strategy 

 

As students teach 

each other,  they learn 

the material better. 

 

Often used in medical 

schools. 

 

High student 

accountability to 

each other.  

 


