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Why Is the Learning Environment Important?
“Learning environment” encompasses the physical and psychological aspects of a school community that directly impact learning, including physical space, classroom routines, and peer and adult interactions. Poor management in these and other areas can negatively impact students’ academic engagement, connection to the school community, and motivation to learn. An estimated one-third of students fail to learn because of psychosocial problems that interfere with their ability to fully attend to and engage in instructional activities (Epstein et al., 2008). However, when schools provide safe, supportive learning environments, students can prioritize learning.
Features of a Learning Environment
Research highlights four themes of healthy learning environments: 1) students feel safe and respected; 2) students feel challenged through high academic expectations; 3) students have opportunities to learn and practice the social and emotional skills necessary for positive relationships with peers and adults; and 4) students feel cared for and supported by adults in the school community. Several IES practice guides and DWW topics address these components. The recommendations of these practice guides are briefly discussed in the context of these four components below. 
1. Ensure that students feel safe and respected.[footnoteRef:1] [1:  This component of the learning environment is discussed as part of the IES Practice Guide “Reducing Behavior Problems in Elementary School Classrooms” (Epstein et al., 2008) under recommendation two, modify the classroom learning environment to decrease problem behavior. This component is also discussed as part of the IES Practice Guide “Dropout Prevention” (Dynarski et al., 2008) as part of recommendation five, personalize the learning environment and instructional process.] 

School safety refers to an overall school climate in which students feel physically and emotionally safe. Physical safety encompasses the absence of violence, bullying, crime, substance abuse, gang presence, etc. (Osher et al., 2008). Social and emotional safety extends to respect and trust among peers and adults in school, enabling students to build confidence through taking academic risks. Maintaining a safe learning environment leads to active student engagement and participation in learning, schoolwork, and the social life of school (Dynarski et al., 2008). 
2. Set high expectations to challenge students.[footnoteRef:2]  [2:  This component of the learning environment is discussed as part of three IES Practice Guides: 1) “Dropout Prevention” (Dynarski et al., 2008) under recommendation six, provide rigorous and relevant instruction to better engage students in learning and provide the skills needed to graduate and to serve them after they leave school; 2) “Helping Students Navigate the Path to College” (Tierney et al., 2009) under recommendation one, offer courses and curricula that prepare students for college-level work, and ensure that students understand what constitutes a college-ready curriculum by 9th grade; and 3) “Encouraging Girls in Math and Science” (Halpern et al., 2008) under recommendation one, teachers should explicitly teach students that academic abilities are expandable and improvable in order to enhance girls’ beliefs about their abilities.] 

High expectations are defined as rigorous instruction that prepares students for high school graduation and college and career readiness (Dynarski et al., 2008; Tierney et al., 2009). Challenging students teaches them that academic abilities are expandable and improvable, and that working hard to learn new knowledge leads to improved performance (Halpern et al., 2007). As such, students should have access to demanding courses and be expected to meet demands.
3. Support students’ building of social and emotional skills.[footnoteRef:3]  [3:  This component of the learning environment is discussed as part of the IES Practice Guide “Dropout Prevention” (Dynarski et al., 2008) under recommendation four, implement programs to improve students’ classroom behavior and social skills. This component is also discussed as part of the IES Practice Guide “Reducing Behavior Problems in Elementary School Classrooms” (Epstein et al., 2008) under recommendation three, teach and reinforce new skills to increase appropriate behavior and preserve a positive classroom environment.] 

The most engaging, meaningful learning emerges in the context of supportive relationships. In order to successfully engage in learning either alone or in small-group collaborations, students need to appropriately manage their communications with peers and adults (Redding et al., 2011). Just as poor academic performance can reflect deficits in specific academic skills, social or behavioral skill deficits may underlie students’ failure to meet behavioral expectations. Explicit social skills instruction can help them learn the positive behaviors and skills expected in school (Dynarski et al., 2008; Epstein et al., 2008).
4. Build relationships with students to ensure that they feel cared for and supported.[footnoteRef:4]  [4:  This component of the learning environment is discussed as part of the IES Practice Guide “Dropout Prevention” (Dynarski et al., 2008) under recommendation two, assign adult advocates to students at risk of dropping out and recommendation five, personalize the learning environment and instructional process. This component is also discussed as part of the IES Practice Guide “Reducing Behavior Problems in Elementary School Classrooms” (Epstein et al., 2008) under recommendation four, draw on relationships with professional colleagues and students’ families for continued guidance and support.] 

Research suggests that students who have ongoing relationships with adults feel a greater sense of school membership, attachment, and involvement (Dynarski et al., 2008). Several options exist for providing general and tailored relationship-based support systems. Teachers can draw on relationships with colleagues (administrators, grade-level teams, and special educators) and students’ families for continued guidance and support (Epstein et al., 2008). In addition, adult advocates who meet with students regularly to support academic and social-emotional needs can help establish attainable academic and behavioral goals with specific benchmarks (Dynarski et al., 2008). Students benefit from support that reinforces their importance to the school community.  
Resources on the Doing What Works Media Library
The guide below lists DWW media, tools, and sample materials for each of the four themes. While the resources are divided in this way for ease of understanding, it is their use in combination that creates learning environments that allow academic achievement to take center stage. The left column identifies the research-based practice, and the middle column describes the associated resource. The right column notes the grade levels for which this practice has been found effective.
Ensure that students feel safe and respected.
	Activity
	Resource
	Grades

	Structuring classroom space and routines
	In this video, Dr. Douglas Cullinan describes ways educators can support positive and orderly behavior in the classroom by managing time, space, rules, and routines as part of their expectations for student engagement.
Topic: Reducing Behavior Problems In Elementary School Classrooms
Practice: Modify Environment
multiMedia: Modifying the Learning Environment to Reduce Problem Behavior (Video, 5:16 min)
	Grades K-5

	Structuring classroom space and routines
	In this video, learn about the strategies one school uses to foster a positive classroom environment. Teachers at this school promote a safe classroom environment by creatively placing classroom furniture, using hand signals to reduce distraction, and collaborating with students to make classroom rules. 
Topic: Reducing Behavior Problems in Elementary School Classrooms
Practice: Modify Environment
multiMedia: How to Build a Positive Classroom Environment (Video, 4:46 min) 
	Grades K–5


	Teaching specific skills to promote respectful and considerate students
	In this video, a fifth-grade teacher and a first-grade teacher talk about character education and bullying prevention activities which they use during dedicated weekly class meetings. Students think about their behavior and ways it can impact others. Then they practice being safe, respectful, and considerate.
Topic: Reducing Behavior Problems in Elementary School Classrooms
Practice: Teach Skills
MULTIMEDIA: Learning to Relate to Each Other (Video, 6:49 min)
	Grades K-5


	Personalizing the environment by grade level
	This multimedia presentation shares information about the Freshman Academy program one high school engages to support the freshman transition. 
Topic: Dropout Prevention
Practice: Learning Environment
multimedia: Preparing Students for Success Through the Freshman Academy (Video, 4:44 min)
	Grades 6–12




Set high expectations to challenge students.
	Activity
	Resource
	Grades

	Setting high expectations
	This multimedia overview outlines how schools can prepare students for the academic challenges of college.
Topic: Helping Students Navigate the Path to College
Practice: Prepare Students Academically
MULTImedia: Academic Preparation for College (Video, 4:35 min)
	Grades 9-12


	Setting high expectations
	In this video, an English teacher illustrates the ways his high school incorporates rigor into its curriculum.
Topic: Helping Students Navigate the Path to College
Practice: Prepare Students Academically
multiMedia: Getting Students to Think for Themselves (Video, 6:12 min)
	Grades 9-12

	Helping students meet high expectations
	In this video, a high school associate principal discusses strategies to encourage girls in science classrooms. This interview highlights the need to provide students with opportunities to demonstrate their abilities and to communicate to all students that they are able to do the work.
Topic: Encouraging Girls in Math and Science
Practice: Ability Is Expandable
multiMedia: Instilling Confidence (Video, 4:46 min)
	Grades K-12

	Implementing high expectations in classrooms
	In this video, a middle school math teacher describes the strategies her school uses to prepare students for a rigorous high school program.
Topic: Helping Students Navigate the Path to College
Practice: Prepare Students Academically
multiMedia: Preparing Students for Rigorous Work (Video, 3:42 min)
	Grades 9-12

	Challenging students through hands-on activities
	In this video, a high school physics teacher describes strategies to capture students’ immediate interest in physics. These include hands-on project work, cooperative learning, and connecting physical laws to everyday experiences.
Topic: Encouraging Girls in Math and Science
Practice: Sparking Curiosity 
multiMedia: Strategies for Engaging Students (Video, 7:46 min)
	Grades K-12



Support students’ building of social and emotional skills.
	Activity
	Resource
	Grades

	Enabling practice of social-emotional skills
	This presentation shows how teachers approach problem behaviors by having honest conversations with children. Children are asked to describe what happened, what they were thinking at the time, and what triggered their behavior. In this way, children can learn to understand their situation and think about the impact of their behavior and what they could have done differently. 
Topic: Reducing Behavior Problems in Elementary School Classrooms
Practice: Schoolwide Approach
multiMedia: A Notably Peaceful School Climate (Video, 4:47 min)
	Grades K–5


	Promoting classroom practices that actively engage students 
	

	In this video, learn about how Everett Area Elementary School implements schoolwide teaching and classroom management practices to foster youth development. The school bookends these practices with social and emotional learning curricula for kindergarten and sixth grade.
Topic: Reducing Behavior Problems in Elementary School Classrooms
Practice: Schoolwide Approach
multiMedia: Developing Teaching and Management Practices for Healthy Academic and Social Behavior (Video, 5:25 min)
	Grades K–6


	Implementing a common curriculum supporting social-emotional learning

	In this audio, learn about how Baxter Elementary has social-emotional learning standards in place, which are the basis for all social-emotional learning and reinforcement that occurs within the school. Students are rewarded for positive behavior, and students who do not follow school rules receive additional coaching and positive behavior support. 
Topic: Reducing Behavior Problems in Elementary School Classrooms
Practice: Schoolwide Approach
multimedia: Using Social-Emotional Learning Standards to Guide a Schoolwide Approach (Audio, 5:11 min) 
	Grades K–5


	Implementing four approaches to improving student, teacher, and staff relationships
	

	This multimedia overview explores the importance of social and emotional skills training for at-risk students and the kinds of interventions that may improve students’ behavior and social skills.
Topic: Dropout Prevention 
Practice: Social/Behavior Programs
multiMedia: Improving Classroom Behavior and Social Skills (Video, 5:47 min)
	Grades 6–12


	Implementing programs to support social and emotional development

	In this presentation, learn how Western Hills’ programs Controlling Myself, Women Writing for a Change, and Yoga teach students problem-solving and decision-making skills. The classes teach students to understand and manage their emotions and to express themselves through writing. 
[bookmark: _GoBack]Topic: Dropout Prevention
Practice: Social/Behavior Programs
TOOL: Meeting the Social and Behavior Needs of At-Risk Students (Video, 5:53 min) 
	Grades 6–12




Build relationships with students to ensure that they feel cared for and supported.
	Activity
	Resource
	Grades

	Building relationships that work to support students
	In this expert interview, listen to Dr. Krista Kutash describe how teachers can learn about the importance of collaborative relationships. These relationships can help teachers as they work towards reducing behavior problems in classrooms.
Topic: Reducing Behavior Problems in Elementary School Classrooms
Practice: Collaborative Relationships
multiMedia: The Importance of Teachers, Specialists, and Parents Working Together to Improve Behavior (Video, 6:11 min)
	Grades K-5


	Assigning adult advocates
	In this multimedia overview, learn about the benefits of assigning adult advocates to students. This overview outlines some conditions for the successful implementation of this practice. 
Topic: Dropout Prevention
Practice: Adult Advocates
multiMedia: Assigning Adult Advocates to Promote Academic and Social Success (Video, 6:10 min)
	Grades 6 – 12


	Supporting students through adult advocates
	

	In this video, Dr. Russell Rumberger describes how adult advocates work with students, parents, and teachers to provide academic and emotional support to students at risk of dropping out of school.
Topic: Dropout Prevention
Practice: Adult Advocates
multiMedia: The Role of Adult Advocates in Dropout Prevention (Video, 5:12 min)
	Grades 6–12


	Personalizing the environment to enhance student and teacher relationships

	In this interview video, listen to four high school freshmen describe the Ninth Grade Mentoring Program, how it has helped them, and their advice for mentors. 
Topic: Dropout Prevention
Practice: Adult Advocates
MULTIMEDIA: Treat Us as Your Own (Video, 4:49 min)
	Grades 6–12




References
Dynarski, M., Clarke, L., Cobb, B., Finn, J., Rumberger, R., & Smink, J. (2008). Dropout prevention: A practice guide (NCEE 2008–4025). Washington, DC: National Center for Education Evaluation and Regional Assistance, Institute of Education Sciences, U.S. Department of Education. Retrieved from http://ies.ed.gov/ncee/wwc
Epstein, M., Atkins, M., Cullinan, D., Kutash, K., & Weaver, R. (2008). Reducing behavior problems in the elementary school classroom: A practice guide (NCEE #2008-012). Washington, DC: National Center for Education Evaluation and Regional Assistance, Institute of Education Sciences, U.S. Department of Education. Retrieved from http://ies.ed.gov/ncee/wwc/publications/practiceguides
Halpern, D., Aronson, J., Reimer, N., Simpkins, S., Star, J., & Wentzel, K. (2007). Encouraging girls in math and science (NCER 2007-2003). Washington, DC: National Center for Education Research, Institute of Education Sciences, U.S. Department of Education. Retrieved from http://ncer.ed.gov
Osher, D., Kendziora, K., & Chinen, M. (2008, March). Student connection research: Final narrative report to the Spencer Foundation. Washington DC: American Institutes for Research.
Redding, S., Murphy, M., & Sheley, P. (2011, July). Handbook on family and community engagement. CASEL — National Center for Mental Health Promotion and Youth Violence Prevention (Managed by Education Development Center, Inc.). Retrieved from http://casel.org/wp-content/uploads/School-Family-Partnership-Strategies-Brief_20111.pdf
Tierney, W. G., Bailey, T., Constantine, J., Finkelstein, N., & Hurd, N. F. (2009). Helping students navigate the path to college: What high schools can do: A practice guide (NCEE #2009-4066). Washington, DC: National Center for Education Evaluation and Regional Assistance, Institute of Education Sciences, U.S. Department of Education. Retrieved from http://ies.ed.gov/ncee/wwc/publications/practiceguides/


[image: ]CROSS-TOPIC GUIDE: Learning Environment	Page 8 of 8
This project has been funded at least in part with Federal funds from the U.S. Department of Education under contract number ED-PEP-11-C-0068. The content of this publication does not necessarily reflect the views or policies of the U.S. Department of Education nor does mention of trade names, commercial products, or organizations imply endorsement by the U.S. Government.
image2.png
DOINGWHAT Gicicesonine
WQRKS DWW.ED.GOV




image3.png
DOINGWHAT Gicicesonine
WQRKS DWW.ED.GOV




image1.jpeg
DOINGWHATW2RKS




