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The Power of Classroom Ecology: The Science and Some
Suggestions for Classroom Use

Classroom ecology is the deliberate placement of people, furnishings, light, sound, and materials so that
everything in a room is positioned to decrease interruptions and increase the likelihood that learning takes
place. It is not the most important part of a discipline plan, but it is the first matter of business, and it is the
one part a teacher can put in place before a single student walks through the door.

The Science

1. Classroom Design Accounts for a Measurable Share of Learning Progress

Research: The Holistic Evidence and Design project at the University of Salford followed 3,766 pupils across
153 classrooms for a full year. Differences in the physical characteristics of those rooms explained 16 percent
of the variation in learning progress. Classroom-level design mattered far more than whole-school factors,
and many of the highest-impact changes cost little or nothing.

2. Wall Decoration Competes With Instruction, and Students Do Not Get Used to It

Research: Carnegie Mellon researchers taught kindergarteners six science lessons while manipulating only
the wall displays. In the heavily decorated condition, children were more distracted, spent more time off
task, and showed smaller learning gains. Follow-up work tested whether students simply adapt. Over fifteen
weeks in real classrooms, there was no evidence of habituation at all.

3. Air Quality Is an Attention Variable, Not a Facilities Issue

Research: A 2025 study pairing continuous classroom carbon dioxide monitoring with cognitive testing found
that higher concentrations were associated with lower scores on measures of attention and working
memory. A 2024 study of 322 schools found ventilation rates falling sharply in cold weather, when windows
stay shut. A stuffy room in February is an attention problem that looks like a behavior problem.

Suggestions for Classroom Use

Aim students at the intended focal point. Energy flows where the eye goes. Let the instructional objective
decide which way students face, not tradition.
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Clear the teaching wall. Keep the area around your board or screen free of anything unrelated to the lesson.
Do not take good student work down. Move it outside the direct field of vision during instruction.

Audit the room from the hardest seat. Sit where your most distractible student sits and look at what that
student sees while you teach. Then decide what moves.

Do not teach from the window wall or beside the door. You cannot win a competition with a playground,
and standing near an entrance guarantees interruptions at the worst moment.

Find the position where you can see the most. Locate the spot, usually along a diagonal, that gives you eye
contact with every student and a view of the door at the same time.

Air out the room on purpose. Open windows between periods, especially in winter, and move the
captivating distractions such as sharpeners and screens away from where you teach.

"Time spent analyzing and rearranging the people and things in your classroom
will be time well spent." 

Effective teaching will always matter more than the arrangement of the room. Skilled teachers engage students in
drab spaces every day, and no amount of thoughtful design rescues weak instruction. Classroom ecology is not a
substitute for skill. It is a multiplier of it, and it is one of the very few multipliers available at no cost, to any
teacher, on any afternoon, before the first bell rings.
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