A Tale of Two Classrooms: Transforming a “Place” of Learning
“It was the best of times, it was the worst of times, it was the age of wisdom, it was the age of foolishness, it was the epoch of belief, it was the epoch of incredulity, it was the season of Light, it was the season of Darkness, it was the spring of hope, it was the winter of despair, we had everything before us …” (p. 3, Dickens, 1950).

The contradiction exemplified so eloquently in the first paragraph of A Tale of Two Cities by Charles Dickens poignantly creates a metaphor for the possibilities of creating a classroom as a positive learning environment. For one classroom, it can provide the best of times, the age of wisdom, the epoch of belief, the season of Light, and the spring of hope. In comparison, another classroom can experience the worst of times, the epoch of incredulity, the season of Darkness, and a winter of despair. 

How does a brick building transform into a place of learning? How can individual rooms within this place become one in which “learning” turns into a tangible and desired need not only for students but teachers as well? The answer lies within the assumptions that students have about learning and the use of active engagement as a means to address these assumptions. 
The Worst of Times

Gary walks into his second period classroom and takes his assigned seat, fifth seat on the third row.  The bell rings and the teacher smiles and asks the class to get out their textbooks and get ready to take notes on the taxonomy of species.  The teacher begins to lecture about the content of which she is knowledgeable and passionate.  Gary asks his neighbor, “What page did she say?”   The teacher sees Gary talking and says, “Gary, you know there is no talking in my class without permission from me.  Please open your book to page 103.”   Gary can tell she loves the content but he has trouble with it because he has problems making connections.  Gary tries to listen as he doodles.  

 At different times during the class, the teacher asks factual questions about the content.  Gary scans the book to try and answer them; however, he can’t quite get them right, and the teacher goes on to another student. At the end of the class, Gary answers the questions at the end of the section as directed by the teacher.  He quickly hands in his paper. He leaves class with a vague concept of what was presented in class today and hopes there is not a pop-quiz in class tomorrow.

Gary experienced “the worst of times” with his learning because of beliefs he has about the learning process. According to Zmuda (2009), students operate within a mode of compliance, as compared to engagement, based on a set of beliefs about schooling. 

· The rules of a classroom and a content area are based on what the teacher wants.

· What the teacher wants me to say is more important than what I want to say.

· The point of an assignment is to get it done.

· Once an assignment is finished, it’s off the to-do list.

· If I make a mistake, my job is to replace it with the right answer.

· I feel proud of my work only if I receive a good grade.

· Speed is synonymous with intelligence.

· Once I get too far behind I can never catch up.

· What I’m learning in school doesn’t have much to do with my life—but it isn’t supposed to – it’s school.

 “Too many students have become compliant workers who simply follow directions and complete the necessary paperwork on time” (Zmuda, 2009).  These beliefs about learning persist because of repeated experiences within classrooms that encourage compliance. In comparison, engaged students raise additional questions, evaluate validity of sources, synthesize feedback, read for content knowledge, feel ownership of the learning process, and make connections to real world applications. 
The Best of Times

Sarah enters her third period class and takes a seat at the second table on the right hand side of the classroom. The teacher says good morning and refers them to the materials on their table. At the table is a packet of cards with the names of different plants and animals on them. The students are asked to sort these organisms into groups and be able to explain their grouping. Sarah and her group get right to work sorting and grouping by place. They laugh a little as they remember funny stories about “encounters” of the buggy kind as well as debate the groupings. Groups share one set of organisms and the explanation for that particular grouping.
 The class continues by delving into the textbook and using a strategy called Reciprocal Teaching as they investigate the use of taxonomies in biology. Sarah likes this strategy because she can focus on one piece of text at a time, take notes, and then discuss it with her group, which helps her understand the concept better. The class ends with a two minute video about organisms, and the teacher asks them to identify the hierarchy of species within the video and explain why this is important to know as a scientist. Sarah leaves class with a good understanding of the concept of taxonomy, but more importantly, she is looking forward to tomorrow and learning more. She might even check out the kingdom of Animalia on the Internet when she gets home.
Sarah has experienced the “best of times” in this classroom. She was actively engaged in the content. Actively engaging students is achieved by providing multiple opportunities and contexts for the students to engage in dialogue, read and write in a variety of situations, investigate relevant and meaningful concepts, and use technology as a medium for learning. “Active engagement is characterized by the application of effective learning and problem solving strategies, and students’ use of these strategies is dependent on a belief that effort leads to success and that failure can be remedied by a change in strategy (quoted by Ames, p. 262, referencing Gardner, 1990). Thus, engaging students can motivate them to believe in their own ability and agency in learning. 
Characteristics of the classroom environment influence student motivation. Often, teachers attribute “lack of motivation” to outside factors or internal personality factors, when in fact, motivational issues are related to the climate of the classroom (Urdan & Schoenfelder, 2006). Actively engaging students inherently changes the climate of the classroom because of the social interactions between teachers and students; opportunities for ownership of learning processes, and the way in which students are encouraged to think about their academic abilities. In this context, “motivation is a complex part of human psychology and behavior that influences how individuals choose to invest their time, how much energy they exert in any given task, how they think and feel about the task, and how long they persist at the task” (Urdan & Schoenfelder, 2006, p. 332). Many things in school can motivate (or not) a student. Teachers, however, can impact motivation because of the structures they control. Including active engagement within these structures can help the students feel competent, view learning as a process, as well as meet the social relational need of adolescents.  

The Age of Wisdom

Sarah’s classroom environment became a place of learning for her through the teacher’s selection of strategies that engaged the class and gave her opportunity to delve into the content. The classroom climate focused on student learning as well as the needs of student learners. In contrast, Gary’s classroom environment focused on the dissemination of information by the teacher and completion of assignments based on teacher set standards. One classroom was transformed into a place of learning by actively engaging the students in the content and their own learning, which results in motivation and agency in future endeavors in learning. The other classroom environment was dictated by beliefs about learning that lead to compliance, boredom, and little connections to self, text, or world.  
Actively engaging students can transform a classroom into a tangible desire (a.k.a. motivation) to become a lifelong learner and make the learning real and visible for students. The challenge for educators is to realize that we “have everything before us” and use what we know about learning, motivation, and active engagement to transform the classroom into a “spring of hope” and a place of learning.
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