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ABSTRACT

This article presents a review that provides insight in the concept,
characteristics, people involved, and purposes of a productive learning
environment (PLE). As is expected, teaching and learning in a productive
learning environment results in a student-centered learning, higher academic
performance, and improvement of students’ intrinsic motivation. Based
upon review on research and non-research papers as well as books, results
show that 1) goal-oriented learning, authentic and reality-based learning,
motivating and engaging activities, active and supportive knowledge
construction, self-regulated, and reflective are the components that
characterize a PLE, 2) a PLE should be promoted collectively, and 3) a PLE
is intended to improve both process and outcome of learning.
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1. Introduction

Since the last several decades, changes in the environmental situation and the
development of science and technology in the era of globalization have resulted in high
expectation for life skill competencies and life-long learning. Those changes have surely
brought prominent impacts on educational practices. Educational organizations, such as
schools and training centers, have begun improving the quality of their educational
service, especially their instructional environment. In other words, they have made
significant efforts to improve the quality of their learning environment in terms of a
psycho-socially safe environment for active knowledge construction. In this regards,
when educational programs do not satisfactorily meet students’ needs, the learning
environment is often re-evaluated.

Learning environments have long been discussed and studied and a large amount
of research has been conducted in various contexts and countries (Aldridge & Fraser,
2000; Allen & Fraser, 2007; Allodi, 2010; den Brok, Telli, Cakiroglu, Taconis, &
Tekkaya, 2010; Huang, 2003; Kangas, 2010; Majeed, Fraser, & Aldridge, 2002; Opolot-
Okurut, 2010; Templeton & Johnson, 1998; Waxman & Huang, 1998). Most of which
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were conducted with standardized questionnaires using one of the nine classroom
environment instruments. Fraser (1998) summarized the nine instruments to assess
student perceptions of classroom psychosocial environment: Learning Environment
Inventory (LEI), Classroom Environment Scale (CES), Individualized Classroom
Environment Questionnaire (ICEQ), My Class Inventory (MCI), College and University
Classroom Environment Inventory (CUCEI), Questionnaire on Teacher Interaction
(QTI), Science Laboratory Environment Inventory (SLEI), Constructivist Learning
Environment Survey (CLES), and What Is Happening In This Class (WIHIC)
questionnaire). However, there is none of the instruments available to evaluate a
productive learning environment (PLE) because it is known and becomes a heated
debate in last decade, therefore; there is no fixed construct to assess it.

The popularity for a productive learning environment has significantly increased
due to at least two issues. Firstly, it is considered as one of the possible solutions to the
failure of educational programs, especially when a product-oriented education was
regarded as not fully successful in helping learners develop their academic performance
(MccCaslin, 2006). Secondly, technology, for it has changed human behavior of how
people see a learning environment, results in a high expectation of a variety of learners’
skills for lifelong learning in a changing labor market (Lillejord & Dysthe, 2008). With
regard to those issues, many experts have tried to identify some features that contribute
to the promotion of a productive learning environment based on their different
viewpoints, ranging from a physical and psycho-social to a more complex learning
characteristics. This paper will briefly describe the profile of a productive learning
environment, particularly concerning its definition, characteristics, people involved and

its purposes.

2. PLE Definition

The nature of what is meant by a productive learning environment (PLE) is
complex and multifaceted and the term used for it suggests that there is no universal
agreement among theoreticians and scholars about its definition. However, an
examination of the various definitions of a productive learning environment reveals at

least two common perspectives. One view assumes that a productive learning
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environment is related to a psycho-social condition of learning: willingness, desire and
curiosity, motivation, and interpersonal interaction in learning (Felner, M.Seitsinger,
Brand, Burns, & Bolton, 2007; Kester, Kirschner, & Corbalan, 2007; Sharan & Tan,
2008; Stager, 2005; Wentzel, 1998), while the other view regards it as having an active
knowledge construction through creative learning engagement (Felner, et al., 2007; Fjuk
& Berge, 2005; Kester, et al., 2007; Stager, 2005). From these two perspectives, it can
be concluded that a productive learning environment refers to a learning environment
that promotes students’ needs, curiosity, motivation, active learning engagement, and
interpersonal interaction providing students with authentic learning tasks for a

meaningful knowledge construction.

3. PLE Characteristics
The characteristics of a productive learning environment synthesized from
theories in the literature that have been generally found to contribute to the promotion of
a productive learning environment are:
e goal-oriented learning (Corte, 2000; Corte, Verschaffel, & Masui, 2004; Fiszer,
2004; Gerjets & Hesse, 2004; Silins & Mulford, 2004),
e authentic and reality-based learning (Ballantyne & Packer, 2009; Gerjets &
Hesse, 2004; Sharan & Tan, 2008; Smeets, 2005),
e motivating and engaging activities (Ballantyne & Packer, 2009; Felner, et al.,
2007; McCaslin, 2006; Sharan & Tan, 2008),
e active and supportive knowledge construction (Corte, 2000; Corte, et al., 2004;
Deemer, 2004; Felner, et al., 2007; Finnan, Schnepel, & Anderson, 2003;
Fiszer, 2004; Gerjets & Hesse, 2004; Silins & Mulford, 2004; Tan, 2010),
o self-regulated (Corte, 2000; Corte, et al., 2004), and
o reflective (Peltier, Hay, & Drago, 2005; Silins & Mulford, 2004; Smeets, 2005;
Sugerman, Doherty, Garvey, & Glass, 2000).
These features could not be promoted in isolation, but in integration. One is not superior
over the others, but they should complement one another. Because successfully
establishing such environment is neither simple nor easy; several fundamental

conditions which significantly characterize a productive learning environment should
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favorably be considered and incorporated. In other words, an appropriate integration of
those six characteristics mentioned above or partly in a classroom could facilitate the
interactional features of a productive learning, which finally constructs the foundation
of a productive learning environment.

Firstly, ‘goal-oriented learning’ is one criterion used to judge the productive
learning environment (Corte, 2000; Corte, et al., 2004). Goal in educational context is
defined as what students are expected to learn as a result of teaching (Anderson et al.,
2001). Goal-oriented here refers to an explicit awareness of, and orientation toward a
goal (Corte, et al., 2004). Teachers have a capacity to set clear instructional goals and or
objectives which are usually included in an educational plan, the so-called formal
curriculum, that should be achieved during certain period of time. So, all teachers, on
the one hand, should be familiar with the goals and maintain similar perceptions to gain
the same goals (Fiszer, 2004). Students, on the other hand, should also be well-informed
and better understand what they have to achieve. In addition, teachers, for instance,
have to teach students based on the goals, and students also learn on the basis of the
intended goals to attain the desired outcomes, not inadvertently. In this concern, Shuell
(1988) claimed that learning is most likely successful if learning participants are aware
of the goals. This typical characteristics of learning environment is possibly crucial in
promoting meaningful learning to help student learning become academically
purposeful.

Secondly, along with the need to establish a goal-oriented learning for a
productive learning environment, ‘authentic and reality-based learning’ should also be
considered (Ballantyne & Packer, 2009; Gerjets & Hesse, 2004; Sharan & Tan, 2008;
Smeets, 2005). Authentic learning environment refers to a context that reflects the way
knowledge and skills will be used in real life (Gulikers, Bastiaens, & Martens, 2005),
while reality based learning is characterized by: (1) the purpose of each activity is
student learning, (2) the student is co-responsible for learning in each activity, (3) each
activity draws on knowledge and skills beyond the classroom and discipline, and (4)
transferability (Smith & Doren, 2004, p. 67). Both authentic environment and reality-
based learning involve having students learn as real as possible. However, authenticity

is more focused on a realistic context to an authentic task (Herrington & Oliver, 2000),
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whereas reality based learning is a method which helps students learn as effectively and
efficiently as possible (Smith & Doren, 2004).

The roles of teachers and students are very important in this context. In authentic
classrooms, students are given more ownership over what they learn, and are required to
integrate multiple contents and multiple skills holistically, and teachers become
facilitators for student learning (Maina, 2004). It is obvious that this model of learning
IS a student-centered learning, and students should be well-prepared in terms of
background knowledge. In this type of learning, students are not passive participants as
what Freire (2005) referred it as “a banking concept of education”: an approach to
education in which students are viewed as empty accounts that have to be filled with
knowledge by teachers.

These two learning conditions have long been acknowledged having their typical
advantages. Firstly, authentic learning environment particularly has two benefits,
namely cognitive ability and motivation as Gulikers, et al. (2005) contended that
authentic learning environments expectedly contribute to students’ cognitive ability and
motivation. In line with Gulikers et al., Newmann and Wehlage (1993) have also
developed the five standards of authentic instruction which they assumed helpful for
teachers to facilitate an authentic instruction. Those standards are higher-order thinking,
depth of knowledge, connectedness to the world beyond the classroom, substantive
conversation, and social support for student achievement. From these standards, it can
be assumed that higher-order thinking could be one possible cognitive benefit, and the
others should apparently be motivational advantages. Secondly, according to Smith and
Doren (2004), reality-based learning helps teachers create a classroom environment
which is connected to the real world, and provides meaningful and relevant information.

Thirdly, another characteristic having a fundamental contribution to a productive
learning environment is ‘a motivating and engaging activities’ (Ballantyne & Packer,
2009; Felner, et al., 2007; McCaslin, 2006; Sharan & Tan, 2008). McCaslin (2006, p. 6)
stated that schools engender productive learning when students are motivated and
engaged. Field (2008, p. 3) also argued that motivating environment for students to
learn is important from the perspective of the provision of learning experiences that

reach out and respond to the diverse range of students’ learning styles and preferences.
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Furthermore, Graf, Kinshuk, and Liu (2009), on the same tone with Field, emphasized
the importance of understanding students’ learning styles in planning and delivering
lessons. In addition, Gardner (1999) identified and defined multiple intelligences (Ml)
which teachers should consider in addressing student learning motivation and
engagement. From these ideas, it is clear that in order to create a motivating and
engaging classroom, teachers should plan and design their instructions based on
students’ learning styles, preferences and multiple intelligences.

Fourthly, ‘an active and supportive knowledge construction’ appears to constitute
a characteristic of a productive learning environment (PLE) (Corte, 2000; Corte, et al.,
2004; Deemer, 2004; Felner, et al., 2007; Finnan, et al., 2003; Fiszer, 2004; Gerjets &
Hesse, 2004; Silins & Mulford, 2004; Tan, 2010). This means learning is an effortful
and mindful process in which students actively construct their knowledge and skills
through reorganization of their already acquired mental structures in interaction with the
environment (Corte, et al., 2004, p. 369). This characteristic has shown to be a critical
feature of PLE as well as an essential element of problem-solving skills. Therefore,
active and supportive knowledge construction can be recognized as an important
characteristic for promoting PLE, supporting effective knowledge construction and, at
the same time, building a supportive relationship with students.

Fifthly, ‘self-regulated learning’ is also another important characteristic of PLE.
Most of definitions of this principle is based on the work of Zimmerman (1998; 1999),
who defined and identified the characteristics of self-regulated learning. According to
him, self-regulated students are those who are metacognitively, motivationally, and
behaviourally active participants in their own learning (1999, p. 4). Moreover, Corte
(2004), also described it as:

the meta-cognitive nature of productive learning; indeed, self-regulation of
learning means that students manage and monitor their own processes of
knowledge building and skill acquisition. The more students become self-
regulated, the more they assume control and agency over their own learning;
consequently they become less dependent on external instructional support for
performing those regulatory activities. (p. 369)

In general, self-regulated learning could enable students to be independently active

learning participants for the acquisition and construction of knowledge. When students,
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for example lack of will and skill to achieve goals academically, teachers can offer self-
regulated learning processes (Zimmerman, 1999, p. 14).

Lastly, ‘reflective learning” is not as simply as it is literally translated and
understood because reflective learning, according to Peltier, Hay, and Drago (2005, p.
252), is therefore regarded as having relation with what has commonly been described
as higher level learning. Boyd and Fales (1983, p. 100) defined reflective learning as the
process of internally examining and exploring an issue of concern triggered by an
experience, creating and clarifying meaning in terms of self and which results in a
changed conceptual perspective. This process requires students to be carefully and
critically reflective. As a result, careful reflection becomes integrated to the success of
learning (Sugerman, et al., 2000). Silins and Mulford (2004) also maintained that
supporting critical reflection is one dimension of high schools operating as learning

organizations.

4. People contributing to the promotion of PLE

A productive learning environment cannot be promoted individually, but
collectively. It needs high efforts and collaboration, and everyone has different roles for
the establishment of such environment. According to Gallon, Housotter and Bryan
(2005), a positive supervisory alliance (e.g., school supervisors) is an important part of
a productive learning environment. Administrators and teachers are also responsible for
generating a fair and equitable behavior management plan to maintain a productive
learning environment (Fridell & Alexander, 2005). Others, such as principals, have also
significant roles for promoting such environment (Finnigan, 2010). Since family
cohesion is considered as a positive predictor of interest in school (Wentzel, 1998),
parents who had higher expectations for their children’s educational achievement were
more likely to involve in all aspects of their children’s educational activities than were
parents who had lower expectations (Griffith, 2000). Other people who also contribute
the success of PLE are stakeholders outside the school, community. Last, but not least,
students who are the primary participants in an educational program, have also

contribution to it, therefore; their participation and contribution for the promotion of
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learning environment is highly required especially in the curriculum development
(Ornstein & Hunkins, 1998).

In short, the people involved and contributing to PLE on the basis of their
particular roles and contribution are schools supervisors, principals, administrators,
teachers, students, parents, and stakeholders outside the school. Those people, according
to Fiszer (2004), need to possess a sense of ownership to establish a collaborative
culture for the promotion of a productive learning environment. Doolittle, Sudeck, and
Rattigan (2008) commented that a learning community classroom functions in
partnership with the entire school community, and also with stakeholders outside the
school building (p. 305).

5. Purpose of PLE

A productive learning environment is meant to empower both the active process
and the satisfactorily product or outcome of learning from an educational program
offered. Since product-oriented, usually adopting behaviorism approach as discussed
earlier, has been thought having less impact on students’ performance (McCaslin,
2006), and process-oriented has also been criticized for its overly emphasis on learning
process, an interactive model comes up to interact between both models. In this model,
Lillejord and Dysthe (2008) suggested that the concept of a productive learning
environment is to improve simultaneously both the learning process and the learning
outcome. In other words, active learning process should be encouraged and learning
outcome should also be a priority. Both aspects are interactively treated without
ignoring or overly emphasizing one or the other. In conclusion, this interactive
approach to instruction becomes the ultimate goal for the promotion of a productive

learning environment.

6. Conclusion

The concept of a productive learning environment should not be limitedly
understood because it is the representation of all effective components contributing to a
successful educational program. The successful promotion of a PLE requires serious
efforts in which all people involved should support one another for the betterment of
learning environment. Although various types of learning environments have been
studied extensively in recent years, little is still known about the productive learning
environment. It is important to note that pre-established features of PLE have not been
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found in the literature, particularly a standardized instrument-which has a fixed set of
questions, a framework, and procedures for the administration-that can be used to
evaluate a productive learning environment.

This paper is written from several perspectives on the promotion of productive
learning environment, but the references used are not all based on research findings and
this construct of PLE has never been tested and studied. It is rather an inquiry that needs
further elaboration and research. Despite these limitations, the current review gives a
brief overview of a productive learning environment, but it should not be considered as
more or less scientific but rather as a portfolio that can help to create insight into the
construct of and solutions for a productive learning environment. Finally, the results of
this review could serve as a basis for new studies to enrich our knowledge about
learning environment.
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