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It is important that we create positive, safe classrooms that are conducive to learning so 

that the academic, social and emotional needs of our students can be met. In order to create such 

an environment, a variety of factors must be considered, including: the physical environment, 

rules, expectations, routines, and procedures, schedules, and classroom climate. 

It is the environment that informs and documents the social interactions that will 

go on there, the encounters, friendships, and learning that will occur. It shapes 

how teachers and students will feel, think, and behave, and its qualities can have a 

lasting effect on our lives. The classroom environment can work for us or against 

us, which is why it is first, last, and always among pedagogical concerns. (Roskos 

& Neuman, 2011, p.110) 

If we are successful in creating an appropriate classroom environment that meets the 

needs of our students, it will have a positive impact on learning and set the stage for success. The 

subsequent paper will describe the attributes of the optimal classroom environment. 

Physical Environment 

The physical environment of the classroom should be a well-organized, inviting place 

that is aligned to the instructional goals. When students walk into the classroom, they should feel 

like they are entering their classroom; that sense of ownership will transfer over to their learning. 

In order to accomplish this, some walls and spaces should be left bare, for the students to fill 

with their work, and things that are relevant and interesting to them.  
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Remaining décor and materials within the classroom should be culturally sensitive, and 

serve a purpose. “To the point: the effective teacher of reading uses walls as texts that tell the 

story of what students know, what they are learning, and where they might go next.” (Roskos & 

Neuman, 2011, p.111).  

The classroom should have ample and appropriate materials that facilitate learning. 

“From a design perspective, the materials principle is made evident in two basic ways: (1) 

availability of materials and (2) access to materials” (Roskos & Neuman, 2011, p.111). For 

example, students should know where to get a pencil if they need one, and should have access to 

books that are appropriate to their instructional level. In addition to materials that all students 

may need, specialized materials should be available to support students with special needs. 

The space should be functional and well planned. This means that the classrooms should 

not be overly cluttered, should allow equal access to all students, and allow for a variety of 

different learning opportunities such as class meetings (open space for a circle), cooperative 

learning (grouped desk formations), stations (separate areas for different activities), technology 

driven activities (listening/viewing stations, Smart Board easily accessible etc.).   

Regardless of the actual formation of the classroom, it needs to be a place where all 

students can be successful. 

Rules, Expectations, Routines and Procedures 

Clear and consistent rules and expectations will ensure that learning can take place. “It is 

just not possible for a teacher to conduct instruction or for students to work productively if they 

have no guidelines for how to behave or when to move about the room, or if they frequently 
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interrupt the teacher and one another… (Evertson, Emmer, & Worsham, p. 17)” (Marzano, 

Marzano & Pickering, 2003, p. 13). Students should also be involved in creating the rules that 

they are meant to follow. This will ensure that they understand the rules and they accept them. 

 Routines and procedures help ensure that rules are followed and that students are 

prepared to meet expectations. Areas that will require rule, routines and procedures include: 

general classroom behaviour, beginning of the year/school day, transitions and interruptions, use 

of materials and equipment, group work, and seatwork and teacher-led activities (Marzano, 

Marzano & Pickering, 2003). Routines and procedures should be explained and practiced, and if 

rules are broken, it should not only be treated as an infraction with clear consequences but also as 

a possible skill deficit, that must be addressed. Though some students may need slightly 

modified rules or procedures based on their needs, all students should be held to high 

expectations that are appropriate to their developmental level.  

It should be noted that rules and expectations are much more effective when they are 

practiced consistently school wide and supported at home. Fostering strong relationships with 

parents and communicating openly with staff can help make consistency possible. 

Schedules 

Schedules help both students and teachers stay organized. Schedules should be 

posted visually in a place that students can view easily. Younger students and students with 

special needs may need visual schedules, whereas older students may prefer individual 

timetables that they can post in their binder or locker. Examples of various schedules include, 

day plans, weekly timetables, year plans, and syllabuses. Activity checklists or schedules may 



CLASSROOM ENVIRONMENT   
!  5

also be beneficial when it is important that certain tasks be accomplished in a specific timeframe. 

When plans must be changed due to seen or unforeseen circumstances, students should be given 

notice. This is particularly important for some students with special needs. Schedules should be 

used to guide learning, but should not get in the way of it.  

Classroom Climate 

Classroom climate is arguably the most important factor involved in the classroom 

environment.  

According to a recent research meta-review, ‘there is clear evidence that the 

quality of the classroom climate is a significant determinant of learners’ 

achievement. They learn better when they have positive perceptions of the 

classroom environment’(Mitchell 2008, 103). Three main factors in creating a 

climate that facilitates learning have been identified (Mitchell 2008, 103–4): (1) 

Relationships (the extent to which people in the classroom support and help 

eachother). (2) Personal development (the extent to which personal growth and 

self-enhancement is facilitated). (3) System maintenance (the extent to which the 

classroom is orderly, and educators are clear in their expectations, maintain 

control and are responsive to change). (Tetler & Baltzer, 2011, p. 335). 

To promote healthy relationships, strong social skills should be modelled and explicitly 

taught. Students should be given the opportunity to practice these skills in a safe and supported 

environment. For example, cooperative learning activities such as Jigsaw or peer tutoring, 

provide academic benefits, in addition to giving students a chance to hone their social skills. 
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Negative examples of social behaviour should be used as opportunities for growth using 

strategies such as collaborative problem solving and restorative justice circles. Bullying and 

violence should not be tolerated, and need to be treated seriously. Those students involved need 

to be successfully integrated back into the learning community, but this can only be done if the 

problem has been dealt with and reparations have been made. Students must feel safe in their 

learning environment for learning to take place. 

The teacher must also build rapport with each of his or her students, so that mutual trust 

can be created and maintained. Saying hello each morning and checking in with students first 

thing is an excellent way to start the day. Finding out more about the whole child using personal 

inventories and journal writing, can also help build a stronger relationship. This is especially 

important for students with behavioural challenges. 

Respect and responsibility need to be central to the climate of the classroom. Students 

should be given high expectations that are suited to their individual goals and strengths and 

encouraged by both teachers and their fellow peers. This can be facilitated through goal setting 

exercises, cooperative learning, self-evaluations and more.  

Learning should be fun! Engaging lessons, meaningful content and student centered 

learning make the classroom a great place to be. Fun does not mean disorganized. In fact, the 

best lessons may take more planning and structure at first, but the pay-off will be real learning 

and excited students. 

The classroom is a place of potential. The physical environment, rules, expectations, 

routines, and procedures, schedules, and classroom climate, can help fulfill that potential or 
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detract from it. If we keep our students needs in mind, we can create an environment that 

promotes growth, learning and success for all. 
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Appendix 

!
1.1 Classroom Layout Diagram 
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