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Positive Learning Environment  
“I never teach my pupils; I only attempt to provide the conditions in which they can learn” 

Albert Einstein 

“You cannot teach a man anything, you can only help him to find it for himself” Galileo 

Galilee 

Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs  

Sports Educators need to be aware of what motivates learners. Maslow ’s Hierarchy of 

Needs demonstrates what motivates people.  

 

 

This model highlights that there are 5 levels, the motivation. People will seek to achieve  / 

meet / satisfy their basic needs at the first level before moving up. Events in life will 

sometime cause people to move back down a level . Maslow’s theory is about recognising 

that if learning is to take place then each need has to be met prior to being able to progress 

to the next level i.e. must be warm and fed prior to moving on  

http://www.simplypsychology.org/maslow.html 

As sports educators we need to ask ourselves, how we will find out what motivates our 

learners and consider how we can satisfy these motivations. Consider introducing exercises 

at the start of course to look at the hopes/expectations and fears of the learners. What are 

your learners’ goals for the course/workshop? These may be personal and/or professional.  

Of equal importance: what are the learners bringing to the course? What knowledge and 

experience do they already have, that they can build upon further?   

 

 

 

Positive learning environments: 

Level of 
Motivation  

Examples at each level  

Self-
actualisation  

Realizing personal potential, self fulfilment, seeking 
personal growth and peak experiences  

Esteem  
Achievement, mastery, independence, status, 
dominance, prestige, self-respect, respect from 
others  

Social   
Friendship, intimacy, affection and love - from work 
group, family, friends, romantic relationships. 

Safety Needs 
Protection from elements, security, order, stability, 
freedom from fear 

Biological & 
Physiological 
Needs  

Air, food, drink, shelter, warmth, sex, sleep 

How will you find out what motivates your learners? 

What other actions will you take based on this research? 

 

 

 

 

http://www.simplypsychology.org/maslow.html
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• Optimise learning from and with peers 

• Enable people to share learning experiences  

• Respect individuals 

• Build trust and self-esteem (Penny Crisfield, 2013) 

• Emotional security (feelings of safety, confidence and freedom from apprehension) 

(http://psychologydictionary.org/emotional-security/) 

 

How can we develop a positive learning environment? 

Consider what you would expect to see, hear and notice in a positive learning environment. 

There are two key stages for developing a positive learning environment.  

The first is building a positive working relationship with your learners and the second is 

ensuring an appropriate environment. Both are explored further below with a particular 

reference to the work of Dent and Reynolds (2009). Dent and Reynolds research highlights 

that once rapport has been built within an appropriate positive environment, sports 

educators can ‘steepen the learning curve’. 

 
Adapted Dent and Reynolds, 2009  

Effective working relationships are built on respect, sincerity, empathy and care. The first 

step is to build rapport with your learners 

  

Build the 
Relationship  

Create the 
Environment 

Steepen the 
learning 
curve 

http://psychologydictionary.org/emotional-security/
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Building Rapport  

What does rapport mean?  

“Rapport is a close and harmonious relationship in which the people or groups concerned 

understand each other's feelings or ideas and communicate well.” 

https://www.google.co.uk/?gfe_rd=cr&ei=ZkeoVMzxO_Cq8wfJxILYAw&gws_rd=ssl#q=rappo

rt 

You will find that you will instantly build rapport with some people; with others it may take 

longer. The good news is that once your awareness is raised you can work on it and bui ld 

rapport more easily with more people.  

 

 

 

 

 

Why should we build rapport with our learners? 

• Rapport is the basis of building effective working relationships with your learners. 

Together with the positive environment you will be able to steepen the learning 

curve. 

• Communication tool 

How can sports educators build rapport with their learners? 

Rapport is built on a number of levels through communicating with your learners. You will 

know that we communicate with others through the words we use, our tonality (the way 

that we say the words) and our body language.  

Consider some of the top tips for building rapport with other:  

• Smile 

• Get to know and use the names of your learners. You may wish to use name badges 

at first to help everyone in the group to get to know one another.  

• Consider your stance as you meet your learners. How do you stand and what 

message are you sending out? 

• Show interest in your learners. Find out something about them in advance; start up a 

discussion with them when they enter your learning environment. What common 

ground to you both have? Listen.   

• Consider how much attention you give each person. 

• Notice the words that you learners use and use them in return. People like people 

who are like them. 

INSERT A PHOTO OF PEOPLE IN RAPPORT. ASK SPORTSCOTLAND 

IF THEY HAVE AN IMAGE FROM ONE OF THEIR COURES? 

 

https://www.google.co.uk/?gfe_rd=cr&ei=ZkeoVMzxO_Cq8wfJxILYAw&gws_rd=ssl#q=rapport
https://www.google.co.uk/?gfe_rd=cr&ei=ZkeoVMzxO_Cq8wfJxILYAw&gws_rd=ssl#q=rapport
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• Consider the words that your learners say and how they say them. How fast are they 

speaking? How loud are they speaking? What is their tonality like? 

• Match and/or mirror body language. People like people who are like them. Practice 

being a mirror for the body language of others. Be subtle.  

As sports educators you need to really observe and notice others. Subtle changes that you 

observe can support you to build rapport and support the learners. Notice everything.  

How will you also ensure that the group build rapport with one another? 

 

 

 

Create the Environment  

Thinking back to workshops and courses that you have attended, consider the environment 

that was set. What contributed to the environment?  

We need to consider both the physical environment and the environment that is created by 

the people within the room; an environment that establishes a climate of personal best; 

striving towards excellence.  Consider how the environment that is created within your 

sessions can support ongoing unmediated learning out with the classroom too. How can the 

environment create curiosity, curiosity for ongoing learning?  

“By generating curiosity, you encourage questioning and get delegates to want to find out 

what it is they need to know” (Stella Collins, Train the Trainer) 

  

How I will apply this theory to my workshops/courses: 
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Physical Environment 

Consider the following about the physical environment of your workshops:  

• The location: Is the location of the workshops accessible to those who are attending?  

• Facilities: What facilities are on offer at the location? What is the standard of the 

facilities? 

• Resources: What resources are available to you? Consider flip chart paper, 

projectors, screens etc. Are you able to put blu tak on the walls? If not how else 

might you display the work of your learners? 

• When will you first see the room that your workshop/course will be held in?  

• What will lift the environment to make it really motivational from the outset for your 

learners? Consider how to set up an environment/climate that triggers unmediated 

learning. 

• How will you manage the space? Are tables useful for group tasks or do they provide 

barriers to building rapport?   

 

Note that many sports educators will see their physical environment for the first time when 

they arrive at the facility – the facility is most often booked by course organisers. See the 

section on ‘What Ifs’ to consider how you will plan for and manage this.  

Before the course / Start of the course: 

• Complete a dynamic risk assessment (See section Risk Assessment) 

• Plan how you will ensure that the learners get to know one another. What ice-

breakers do you know? 

• Set up a learning agreement/ground rules together with the learners  

• Music playing in the background 

• Appropriate quote and/or pictures on walls. Where will you place them and when 

will you put them up to ensure maximum impact? 

• Refreshments for learners 

• Set up of chairs and tables 
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Classroom Set up: 

Set Up  Benefits  Additional Considerations  

Classroom  Learners can clearly see the sports 

educator  

Difficult for learners to communicate 

with one another and interact  

Cabaret Learners can work together and 

learn from one another  

Need to consider where the desks are 

located. Room is needed between 

desks. Can all learners see the sports 

educations and any supporting 

materials  

U Shape  Rapport can be built easily  

Large group discussion  

Consider if there is enough room  

Boardroom  Group discussions can take place  Sports Educator should consider where 

to stand/sit 

More challenging to break into smaller 

groups.  

Theatre  Everyone can see the sports 

educators  

Enables a presentation of content 

rather than a facilitated session 

Group work is more challenging  

Banquet  Group work easily established  

Rapport built between groups  

Consider how to ensure that everyone 

can see the sports educator  
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Learning Agreements/Ground Rules  

Invite the learners to develop the learning agreement as a team. What are the benefits of 

developing learning agreements? 

• Buy in from everyone 

• Manage behaviour 

Once you have pulled all the suggestions from the learners, the sports educator should 

ensure that all areas are covered. At this stage the sports educator can contribute (push) 

some ideas. Buy in from all learners must be sought. Consider how you will ensure that 

learners take 100% responsibility and that a culture of excellence is built (see section 

‘Ownership of learning’)? 

Remember to encourage the learners to focus on what they want rather than what they 

don’t want. Learning agreement statements should be stated positively.  

 

What can you do to maintain a positive environment throughout the 

course?  

• Keeping an ordered work environment in which creativity can flourish (whose 

responsibility might this be?) 

• Music playing throughout breaks. Music often helps learners to distinguish between 

break time and the time to focus on learning.  

“If a cluttered desk is a sign of a cluttered mind, of what, then, is an empty desk a sign?”  

― Albert Einstein 

 

 

 

Further reading: 

- Dent and Reynolds (2009). The Three Pillars. www.TheTennisToolkit.com  

- Stellar Learning: www.stellarlearning.co.uk   

- Emotional security: http://psychologydictionary.org/emotional-security/ 

- Building Rapport: 

https://www.skillsyouneed.com/ips/rapport.html#xzz3KkzqefJF 

How I will apply this theory to my workshops/courses: 

 

 

 

 

http://www.thetennistoolkit.com/
http://www.stellarlearning.co.uk/
http://psychologydictionary.org/emotional-security/

