Improving Performance in an Active Learning Environment

Most individuals when they are introduced to a process learning environment find that they would like to increase their performance.  Many faculty are not use to an active learning environment and would like to perform much better than they initially do. This discussion is to help you improve your performance so that you can obtain more knowledge at a higher level, grow your own learning skills, accomplish more of your learning objectives, and finally feel better about yourself during the time invested.  What are the main reasons for lack of performance?


1.
The shift of ownership of the overall process from the facilitator to the learners and the community of learners.


2.
The shift from information transfer to active learning situations.


3.
The shift from expert performing the communication of knowledge to the learners constructing knowledge.


4.
The shift from learning in private to learning in public.


5.
The shift from working as an individual to learning within a community of learners.


6.
The shift from being evaluated under a clear set of rules by the expert to more focusing on self-assessment of performance to improve future performance.


7.
The shift from external affirmation to self-affirmation.


8.
The shift from performing for others to performing for yourself.


9.
The extended boundaries of how to go about performing, while at the same time having strong performance criteria that must be met.


10.
The diversity of interests and disciplines, inability to truly communicate across cultures and value systems, and lack of leadership and teamwork skills.


11.
Learning to measure what is learned and growth gained and not feel bad about missed opportunities.


12.
Performing three roles at the same time:  learner, teacher, and researcher of a process learning environment.

These common concerns and issues can be grouped into the following areas of exploration where many are addressed together and revisited often.

1.
How to perform an activity 

2.
How to perform as a leader 

3.
How to perform well as a team and community member in a learning community

4.
How to set strong learning objectives and monitor progress over time

5.
How to manage your own personal emotions effectively ("affective management") and assist those around you

6.
How to obtain a working understanding of a system to optimize the system for personal benefit.

7.
How to self-assess performance to improve future performance.


1.
The shift of ownership of the overall process from the facilitator to the learners and the learning community. (3,4,5,6)


2.
The shift from information transfer to active learning situations. (1)


3.
The shift from expert performing the communication of knowledge to the learners constructing knowledge (1,.


4.
The shift from learning in private to learning in public.


5.
The shift from working as an individual to learning within a community of learners.


6.
The shift from being evaluated under a clear set of rules by the expert to more focusing on self-assessment of performance to improve future performance.


7.
The shift from external affirmation to self-affirmation.


8.
The shift from performing for others to performing for yourself.


9.
The extended boundaries of how to go about performing, while at the same time having strong performance criteria that must be met.


10.
The diversity of interests and disciplines, inability to truly communicate across cultures and value systems, and lack of leadership and teamwork skills.


11.
Learning to measure what is learned and growth gained and not feel bad about missed opportunities.


12.
Performing three roles at the same time:  learner, teacher, and researcher of a process learning environment.

How to perform an activity better

Step 1:
Prepare for the activity 


Most individuals love to perform well and most people need the proper preparation in order to perform well.  The important characteristics in of a quality preparation are:  obtaining the proper background information, getting a good systematic overview, understanding of the current and future context, understanding why the activity is being undertaken, knowing the overall objectives from the activity, and knowing what performance criteria needs to be met and how it will be measured.  With this you need to understand the constraints in the system (all boundaries), available resources, the general framework that you can operate within, and risks to performing well.  As in most situations the more that you learn to get prepare and then assess your preparation level after the activity the better you will perform in the future.  The following is an assessment tool for measuring the quality of preparation.


Understanding the why



Can rephrase what is going to be learned



Can identify how it fits in a big picture



Can state relevance and personal value



Can enrich the why to meet personal learning goals



Can link activity to past activities


Systematic Overview



Can match activity to appropriate goals set for the learning  process (institute, course, program, etc.



Can identify the boundaries for this activity



Can layout and organize the structure and priorities for the activity



Can reuse previous activities and their performance as basis for performing this activity



Can produce a simple diagram of the activity with known constraints


Obtained Appropriate Information and Background



Organized the set of informational resources



Produced a quality reading log of these sources



Have produced a set of working questions that need to be addressed



Inventory prior knowledge that is relevant



Related personal experiences to given learning situation


Understanding current and future context and objectives



Can rephrase the objectives



Can clarify the current context for the activity (eg. learner, teacher, or researcher)



Can clarify the future context for the activity (eg. learner, teacher, or researcher)



Know what are the liabilities for the given activity (how important to the evaluation system



Know what the overall support and resources you have available for the current activity


Understanding the performance criteria and assessment/evaluation systems



Can rephrase the performance criteria



Can rephrase the factors



Know how the factors are going to be measure



Can relate the components of the activity to factors that are being measured



Know the value of this activity to the bigger picture of assessment and evaluation


Step 2
Setup for the Activity



The time before actually doing the activity should be approximately 2 to 5 percent of the total time.  In this period of time organization is a must.  The allocation of roles if using a team, collection of resources, setting up the learning environment (getting rid of extraneous materials), and establishing any operating rules, conventions, and curtesies.  Coming to agreement to what is expected and shared understanding of the activity is critical to the performance of the activity.



Activity Setup




Assigning appropriate roles




Creating an efficient learning environment




Define the operating rules and parameters




Gain share meaning of key aspects of activity




Organize the resources

Step 3
Create a Plan for an Activity



The plan for excuting an activity is critical if current and future improvement of performing an activity is desired.  The clear definition of what tasks are critical to be accomplished in what sequenced by whom is fundamental to performing at the level of the performance criteria.  Clearly state the outcomes desired and the means of measuring if the outcomes are at the quality desired.  Agree upon what the key tasks are that need to be accomplished in order to meet the outcomes.  Organize the flow of the activity by sequencing the tasks.  Then assign responsibilities to each of the tasks and allocate how much time is given to each task.  Make sure contingencies are included and extra time for review and rehersal for the final presentations.



Quality Plan




All key tasks identified




Resources (time and people) effectively allocated




Tasks sequenced appropriately




Checkpoints clearly identified




Reserve resources and time planned

Step 4
Execute a Plan



Once a plan is created it is important that the team captain is in control of implementing the plan. The schedule should be followed and that the plan should be reviewed every 10 to 15 percent of the way. When major decisions need to be made that need to be that causes a detour in the plan, it is the team captain that must make this final decision and held accountable for the decision. The team captain also must make sure that the tasks are being accomplished and hold those accountable for their performance.



Executing a Plan




Captain is conscious of progress against the plan




Captain makes all key decisions vs. the plan




Captain is monitoring each task




Captain applies extra resource to critical crisis




Captain gets an assessment of performance of the plan

Step 5
Assess Performance against the criteria



The most important aspect of performing an activity is to keep focus on the agreed upon criteria.  The desire to go down interesting tangents often is exciting, but leaves very little to show. Tangents are powerful and enriching if contained within the overall objectives and performance criteria, else become an endless road that traps you and leaves performance at a very low level. When a tangent is taken you should be asking the question are we getting value with regard to the performance criteria or are we using up time.  Qualiity is what you are seeking and if the tangent gets you there then it is a positive use of time.  The times you should review performance criteria would be 2 to 4 minutes after taking a tangent, at 3 to 5 scheduled check points  during the activity, and anytime that a person feels lost.



Monitoring performance against the criteria




Evaluating the value of the tangents




Assessing performance criteria at check points




Number of people who got lost




Productivity consistency during the activity

Step 6
Reherse the presentation



In almost all activities that products of the efforts will be required to be presented. It is always a good idea to practice the presentation of the products to maximize the reception of what has been accomplished.  This requires a person to be a quality communicator. For those who need help in this area there is the communication methodology that covers defining the message, assessing the audience, picking the medium, collecting the supporting evidence, organizing the message, and trying out the presentation before giving the public performance.



Use the criteria that exists for the communication methodology.

Step 7
Perform the presentation



The preparation of the activity, followed by the quality execution of the activity, and the rehersal of the presentation will give the presenter the presence and confidence to carry off a public performance that actually exceeds the performance of the activity and not discount the efforts made during the effort. The key is in preparation so that real-time corrections can be made based upon the feedback that is being received.

Step 8
Assess the overall performance of doing the activity



After each activity, do an activity assessment.  An activity assessment looks at the performance of each invidividual, the team, the facilitator, and the activity.  It is important to determine who is responsible for strengths of the process and products and what can be improved by every part of the process or product in the future.  Also insights in all areas should be searched for.

