Delivering Effective WASH Training		Creating a Safe Learning Environment
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Lesson Description
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In this lesson, participants identify the qualities of a safe learning environment and discuss strategies for creating this environment in their training sessions. A safe learning environment is a prerequisite for learning; without it, people are unable to learn effectively. 


Learning Outcomes
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	At the end of this session participants will be able to:
1. Explain why a safe learning environment is important. 
2. Identify characteristics of an unsafe learning environment. 
3. Recommend ways to create a safe learning environment.

Materials
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· Flip chart paper
· Markers
· Tape
· A large stack of paper
· One pen or pencil for each participant
· A suit jacket, tie, or other costume for dressing up to look strict and formal
· Safe Environment Scenarios (See end of lesson plan)
· Flip Chart titled What Learners Need
· Optional: Picture of Neuron Connections Developing in the Brain between Birth and 2 years of Age (ready to project or printed)
· Optional: LCD Projector 


Preparation
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· Read and prepare lesson plan
· If you do not have a co-facilitator, ask in advance for a volunteer to assist you with rearranging the room during the indicated moments in the lesson
· Write learning outcomes on the flip chart
· Print and cut Safe Environment Scenarios (1 copy)
· Prepare flip chart with the title “What Learners Need”
· Optional: Prepare the picture Neuron Connections Developing in the Brain between Birth and 2 years of Age by doing one of the following:
· Set up and test the projector and open the image on your computer
· Make copies of the picture for participants to share

Introduction	15 minutes
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1. Ask the participants to leave the room and wait outside the door. 
2. When the participants are gone, rearrange the chairs into rows and place a small piece of paper and a pen or pencil on each seat. Alternatively, you may want to remove all the chairs and ask participants to sit in rows on the floor. If possible, change something about your physical appearance. For example, pull your hair back into a tight bun, put on a tie or a formal jacket, etc.
3. Open the door for the participants. In a stern tone tell them to line up in a straight line, and to walk single file into the room, take a seat and wait for instructions. Explain that they must remain silent, and reprimand anyone that talks. The point is to make participants feel uncomfortable with your strict and negative tone.
4. Once they are seated, tell participants: “You should all remember the tree that you learned to draw in the last class. Draw that tree.”
5. Walk around the room and angrily tear up pictures that they have drawn. Bully the participants and ridicule them for not remembering how to draw a tree. Continue this for three minutes. 
6. On a piece of flip chart paper at the front of the room, draw a tree resembling a lollipop (a circle with a stick on the bottom). Remind the participants that this is how they should be drawing a tree.
7. Walk around, look at their pictures and if they do not look exactly like the circle and the stick you drew, get mad. Tell them that they have not drawn the tree correctly. Take their paper, rip it up and tell them to start again. 
8. As soon as one person starts to draw the tree exactly as you did, be really nice to them, congratulate them, and praise them for a job well done. Continue to push the others to draw the tree exactly as you did. Ridicule those that do not draw the tree correctly. 
9. Once a few of them have drawn a tree, congratulate those who have done the work correctly. Be unpleasant with those that did not follow instructions. Tell participants that the class is over and you hope they will do a better job next time. Tell them to leave the room silently and in single file. 
10. Once everyone has left the room, rearrange the chairs back into a circle, and switch your appearance to the way it was prior to the exercise. 
11. Open the door and welcome the participants back in your normal friendly tone, as if nothing happened. 

Debrief of introductory activity	15 minutes
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1. As a large group, debrief the introductory activity with the following questions:
· How did you feel during the activity?
· What were you thinking during the activity?
· What impact did your feelings and thoughts have on your desire to learn?
· Have you had an experience similar to this in your past? How did it affect your ability to learn?
2. Present the learning outcomes or lesson description.

Effect of an unsafe environment on learning	15 minutes
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1. Ask participants: “What things can cause people to feel unsafe, uncomfortable or unwelcome in a workshop?” 
2. Ask participants to demonstrate what someone looks like when they are uncomfortable or intimidated in a workshop, or in general don’t want to be there. Get participants to observe those around them.
3. Ask participants to describe the visible cues that show that someone is uncomfortable or feels unsafe in a workshop. Record answers on flip chart. 
4. Ask participants to define an unsafe learning environment. An environment that causes a high level of stress, where people do not feel comfortable participating and want to leave.
5. Ask participants what impact an unsafe learning environment has on learning:  
In an unsafe learning environment, the learner is more aware of the need for survival and protection of self from embarrassing or humiliating situations than on learning Sustained stress makes it difficult for them to learn and retain new information (Jensen, 2008; MacLean, 1990; Medina, 2014). 
6. Tell participants that: 
· Activities or situations that cause high levels of stress are usually the cause of an unsafe environment. 
· People can bring stresses from their home or work life into a workshop. We cannot eliminate these stresses, but we can try to reduce additional stressors. 
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                  Steps 7-12 are optional for higher-level participants

7. Show participants the picture titled: Neuron Connections Developing in the Brain between Birth and 2 years of Age.
8. Explain that:
· The picture is showing a close up of neurons in our brain. A neuron is a cell that processes and transmits information through electrical and chemical signals. 
· The picture illustrates the healthy development of these neurons from 0 – 2 years of age.
· Neurons connect to each other to form neural networks. The more we learn the more networks we form. Indicate the points of connection (networks) at 2 years of age.
9. Ask participants to describe the difference they see between the brain of a newborn and a 2 year old.
There are many more connections between neurons (neural networks) in a 2 year old.
10. Ask: “Does anyone know what high levels of stress can do to our brain?”

11. Explain that: 
· Moderate to severe stress shrinks the neurons in the parts of our brain responsible for formation of new memories and rational thinking (Davidson & McEwen, 2012). 
· Stress can also stop us from forming new connections between neurons. This is what we need to learn and retain new things. This means stress can stop us from learning new things (Laxmi, Ghosh, & Chattarji, 2013). This is why we have difficultly learning and remembering things when we are in an unsafe learning environment. 
· Under stress the connections between the neurons in parts of our brain are reduced. They look more like the neurons in the brain of the 1 month old child.  
12. Ask participants to talk with a partner:
· Partner A explains to partner B the impact that high levels of stress have on the brain. 
· Partner B explains to partner A the connection between stress and an unsafe environment
13. Clarify any confusion or misunderstanding with the large group.


Safe Learning Environment	35 minutes
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1. Ask participants to define a safe learning environment. An environment where participants feel a sense of belonging and acceptance, where they are comfortable sharing their views and perspectives, and feel respected.
2. Explain that participants are going to develop strategies that they can use to create a safe learning environment and reduce high levels of stress for their participants. Provide the following example: “Establish a group agreement to ensure respect among participants.”
3. Divide participants in 4 groups, and give each group one of the scenarios from the Safe Environment Scenarios handout. Ask them to develop strategies to address the situation they were given. 
4. Ask small groups to present their answers to the large group one by one.
5. Stop between each presentation to provide a unique applause or cheer to maintain the energy of the group.
6. Explain to participants that throughout the day they are going to be learning about what learners need to be successful. Tell participants that a safe learning environment is one of the things that learners need. 
7. Write “Safe learning environment” on the flip chart titled What Learners Need. 



Review 	10 minutes
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1. Ask participants to find a partner.
2. Partner A shares something that makes a learning environment unsafe. Partner B provides a solution that will make the environment safe. Partner A and B take turns providing problems and solutions. 
3. Optional: If you have included the section of the lesson that describes the impact of stress on the brain, ask participants to use their bodies to show you the difference between a neuron under sustained stress versus a neuron in a safe learning environment. Ask some participants to explain the reasons behind their representation.
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Reflections on Lesson

Neuron Connections Developing in the Brain Between Birth and 2 years of Age
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(Courchesene & Pierce, 2005 adapted from Nolte, 1993 that combines figures from Conel, 1939;1941;1951;1959) 



Safe Environment Scenarios

	
One of the participants has a lot of problems going on at home, and it makes it difficult for him/her to concentrate during the workshop.


	
A couple of the participants are very confused by the instructions they were given and are becoming really frustrated.


	
The supervisor of several participants is present at the workshop. As a result, the participants aren’t talking or participating actively.


	
Participants are afraid to speak, because they don’t want others to think they are stupid if they get the wrong answer.


	
Someone is coming to a workshop from outside of the city. They don’t know anyone and are very nervous. 
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