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Chapter I
Introduction

Physical Environment and Learning

An Investigation to determine how the physical environment affects leaming of students

in the rural community of Las Flores R.C. School.

Does the physical environment affect teaching in teachers and the ieaming in

students? How do teachers manage to adapt to the physical environment? How do

teachers use the available resources to work with their assigned class?

Background

The researcher became interested in doing this research after beert transfer from

an urban school where the physical environment meets t}re criteria for a good

environment and school setting. The researcher got transferred to a rural school by the

name of St. Michael's in Las Flores. This school is situated just outside Belmopan on the

Hummingbird highway. St. Michael's is a Catholic school under the &thotic Mission

Management. It is presently managed by Fr. Kevin and his assistant Mr. Tesecum. The

staff consists of fourteen including the principal Mr. Amaya and vice Principal Mrs.

Castillo.

The researcher became interested and worried at the same time, after having our

first meeting and the keys were distributed in order for teachers to inspect their classes.

When the researcher saw the condition in which the classrooms were she became

concemed and upon consulting with other teachers she found out that they were also

concemed about the state of the school. Most ofthe classes had a rough cement floor that
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when it was swept there was dust everywhere. This dust posts a great health problem for

the children especially for those who suffer from allergies and asthma. All the

classrooms are wooden buildings except for the office and computer room is a cement

building. Some classrooms' windows are not nailed properly and some of them are

falling apart. Some ofthe windows that opens from inside creates a problem leaving less

space to put visual aids on the wall. The roof and ceiling area a problem too when it rains

it leaks inside the class and when it is sunny teachers and students cannot stand the heat.

There were complaints of the teachers about the broken chairs, and scarcity of chairs that

it made them frustrated.

It made it.worst when the first day of school tle researcher could not find chairs

for Infant I students to sit on. She had to find pieces of broken armchairs and chairs so

they could sit. The researcher immediately knew that this was a challenging problem to

deal with and a lot of work in order to improve the physical environment conducive to

leaming in children. The researcher started to wonder if the physical environment would

have an impact on children's learning. The researcher made comparisons with her past

experience while growing up. She recalled when going to primary school, the buildings

were made of thatch roof and the floor was not cemented, just black soil or white marl'

The walls were made of sticks attached together with wire. The fumiture was locally

made and there were limited resources but leaming took place. Teachers were teaching

even under the rees but they did not complain. It seemed that everyone was quite

contented, nothing seemed strange. That was the researcher only world, there were

limited distractions and very peaceful in the remote village of Valley of Peace. Although

research does not show that students' performance rise when facilities go from civilized
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to marvelous, it does show that achievement delays in broken buildings (Stricherz,

2000).

Statement of the Problem

The experience ofthe researcher has demonstrated that the buildings are unimportant for

leaming to take place. Howeveq the condition at the present school has prompted the

researcher to find out how the environment affects students and their leaming. According

'r1
to Fraser and Gehrkei in order to meet the challenge of higher standards and higher

expectations, students are likely to need as many of the elements of a good educational

experience as possible. Elements ofa quality education include not only good teachers

and up-to-date instructional materials but also a complex array of direct and indirect

inJluences on leaming. (Fraser, 1986; Gehrke, 1982). The main question that will be

'study in this research is: how does the physical environment affect the students learning?

Does it slow their leaming or their motivation to leam? How do teachers make use of the

space? How do teachers improve of the physical environment?

The main concem in this research is the students. Therefore the problem is:

"those children who interact in a poor environment tend to delay their learning while

those children who interact in a rich stimulating environment are more motivated to learn

and have a higher self- esteem."
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Purnose

The purpose of this investigation is to determine if the physical environment

affects the attitude ofthe teacher's teaching and if it delays the leaming on students or if

they lack motivation to leam. More specifically, this study will examine different ways of

the use of classroom space from the point of view of individual teachers at the primary

school level. The research will reflect the various dimensions of the classroom

environment through a srirvey ofthe teachers' experiences on how they intend or attempt

to shape and use the environment. A survey was done by randomly selecting teachers 
7

from among four schools in the Belmopan area.

Sienificance of the Studv

This study can be of most interest first, to the individual teacher so that he/she may

be able to examined the use of classroom space, be creative and diligent in modifuing

the physical environment for example by creating Leaming Centers. The possibility

exists that change, for its own sake, can be a stimulating experience. Organization of

space sends signals to students about how teachers view leaming. Yet, teachers do not

know much at all about using the environment for curriculum and instruction (Gehrke,

1982).

Second, this study is significant to the Managers of the school so that they can do

some maintenance and repairing of the classrooms. This study will provide them with a

better understanding of how the design of the physical environment can be improved to

accommodate students and instructional progftlms. "The study ofthe school environment

is clearly important because it is likely to contribute to understanding and improvement
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of the school's functioning and to satisfaction and productivity within the school"

(Templeton & Jensen, 1993).

Thirdly this study can'is)mportant to the students who will benefit from all the

changes of the physical environment and facilitate leaming and increase their motivation

and self esteem.

Last but not least,it will help parents to become more aware ofthe needs of the school

and to offer their support because it will benefrt their own children. They can help in

fundraising for the school or they can help to repair the school.

5
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Definition of Terms

Several terms are used throughout the study. In this section these terms are

identified and defined for the reader.

Leaming environment - an environment designed for the primary purpose of leaming.

Leaming centers - games and activities design for children to play and learn concepts and

develop skills.

Space - the square footage within a confined classroom area.

Physical environment - is made up of the classrooms and its furnishing.

Barrier-fiee - allowing easy travel between the desks and tables.

R.C. Roman Catholic
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CIIAPTER II

Literature Review

The purpose of this review is to survey the body of literature that informed the

basic questions of the study. This review is divided into two sections. The first section

examines literature on theoretical concepts in environmental/ecological psychology,

social psychology, operant leaming and perception as they relate to the classroom. The

second section reviews literature on the classroom setting, including descriptions, effects,

and appropriateness ofthe environment, and environmental competence of teachers. In

briet the environment consists of those conditions that promote or hinder, stimulate or

inhibit the characteristics of activities of a living being. As the times change and the new

technology comes into place, educatio&. is more challenging and demanding for our

students and teachers. It is crucial that each school meets the criteria ofa high quality-

learning environment. Most of the times we tend to give more attention to delivering of

content and strategies and we give little importance to the effect that the physical

environment has on the leamers, This is what the researchers says: "School

environments have a largely untapped potential as active contributors to the leaming

process",(Taylor, Aldrich, & Vlastos, 1988).

The physical environment is made up of the classroom and its fumishings. The

nature of the physical environment and its arrangement have an effect on behavior

(Smith, Neisworth, & Greer, i978). For example, environmental constraints make it

diilicult to teach running skills in a closet, demonstrate cooking and food preparation

techniques in a gymnasium or supervise small group discussions in a large auditorium
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with fixed seats. Environment exerts the greatest inlluence on the non academic

performance ox students. Recent views of research (Doyle, 1986; Weistein, 1979)

conclude that the classroom characteristics affect attitudes and social behavior but have

little impact with the exception of seating arrangement on student achievement

Environmental psychologists have demonstrated that we influence and are

l
influencd by the physical environment that stmounds us. The performance of a given

built environment depends not only on its physical characteristics, but also on the

interaction of those characteristics with the needs and requirements of its users. Veitch

and Arkkelin (1995) concluded: The efficiency with which humans function is

determined in large part by the limitations and proscriptions of the designed

environment. Good design, everyone agtees, is that which causes minimal human

discomfort and maximum human functioning. (p.316) and sadly the situation here in

Belize are overcrowded classrooms. Taking into account new thinking about how

students leam, research is important to help determine how to desigrr classrooms to

accommodate a variety of activities (Duke, 1998). Classroom fumiture should be

comfortable, attactive, durable and firnctional. This was not the case with the findings of

the researcher. Does it delay the students leaming and to what extent and how can

teachers deal with this situation in order to improve the physical environment. School

environments have a largely untapped potential as active contributors to the learning

process (Taylor" Aldrich, & Vlastos, 1988). How teachers perceive classroom space,

what they do with the space they have, and how it contributes to effective teaching and

leaming needs to be improved. The very young leamers' classroom needs to look

exciting when the children arrive for the first time.
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A creative classroom attracts young children who may have reservations about

leaving their parents for an alien environment tlre classroom. It will impress parents that

the children in the school work hard but that the work is designed for their enjoyment too.

The aim of the 'creative classroom is to use visually stimulating work to arouse the

children's curiosity when they arrive. Displays need to be attractive and purposefirl and

can be used to encourage greater independence.

Rather than looking at human behavior in isolation, it's "focus of investigation is

the interrelationship between the physical environment and human behavior and

experience" (Holahan, 1978, p. 9). For instance, Bruner introduced his ideas about the

nature of learning and spoke about his observations of a teacher-student environment. His

ideas depicted a large improvement on the ways that these two groups should interact. He

identified such notions as the students' potentials for growth, their levels of interest in

educations and the students' analytical abilities. Dewey, like Lewis, was an advocate of

an informal way of teaching to the students so that the students would leam more. His

ideas worked to expand Bruner's ideas about the nature of students and incorporated the

characteristics of the students into his theory of the best way to teach them. Dewey

stressed that a healthy and friendly student-teacher interaction and a sound leaming

environment was necessary to maximize the amount of education that a student could

ln order to alleviate this problem in the school it needs to start from the home.

Parents need to work more closely with the teachers to modi$ the schools and ensure

that they provide the necessary materials. The children need to have a stimulating library
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where they can pick books at their level and read. They need to have books that contain a

lot of pictures so that they can leam to do picture reading. Read stories to them from

very young so that they leam to like reading. Some psychologists recommend starting

even from tlte mother's womb. Teachers therefore need to ensure a safe and barrier-free

environment. A primary concem with any environment is the safety o its inhabitants.

For example books, objects and other clutter on the classroom floor are hazards for the

students with balance problems or poor eyesight. The environment of the classroom

should be barrier-ftee meaning the classroom should be arranged to allow easy travel

between desks and tables. These settings or environmental segments cluster together to

create the ecological environment for a school's staff and students. The quality of school

life is heavily determined by the nature of these school settings. Description of the

school environment, at the ecological level, then, comes down to the description of

school settings. (p. 692)

In addition, bookshelves, chalkboards and bulletin boards should be convenient located

and low enough to permit their use to students.

Good facilities are an important precondition for student learning, provided that other

conditions are present to support a strong academic program. Teachers need to make

every possible way to ensure that these students experience success and feel needed and

wanted in order to create productive and effective citizens of Belize. Poverty one way or

the other decreases leaming and motivation. Therefore, a pleasant environment that is

both comfortable and attractive needs to be created. The comfort of students and teachers

depends on factors such as temperature, ventilation, lighting and moderate hot or cold

environments may hinder performance. Noise can also distract students and interfere
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with their ability to leam for example the location of a school by the road, the vehicles

cause distractions. The surrounding neighborhood to the school and restaurants and bars

like play loud music, in the case of Las Flores and Las cabanas. Student diversity in the

Belizean setting can be find in the form of cultures, language, poverty, children at risk,

motivation, different leaming abilities, intellectual, learning styles, and students with

exceptionalities. All of these differences inJluence children's' learning and hence this is

the reason why they should be provided with a stimulating home environment as well.

The quality of the physical environment affects the performance of teachers as

well as students. A study of working conditions in 31 urban schools concluded "physical

conditions have direct positive and negative effects on teacher morale, sense of personal

safety, feelings of effectiveness in the classroom, and on the general learning

environment." In dilapidated buildings teachers felt despair and frustration while

teachers in renovated buildings voiced "a renewed sense ofhope, of commitrnent, a belief

that the district cared about what went on in that building," (Corcoran et al., 1988).

Motivation is definerhs a force that energizes and directs student behavior toward

a goal. Teachers are challenged to increase student motivation in the classroom in order

to achieve what is desire for them to leam. The impact of physical settings on

organizational life is much more complex than simply as an agent contributing to or

reducing morale. Based on his observations and on Maslow's theory of basic human

needs, Steele (1973) identified six dimensions that represent the various functions of

physical settings: security and shelter; social contact; symbolic identification; task

instrumentality; pleasure; and growth. Many children come from different backgrounds
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where they are provided with motivation from their parents but the sad story is that not all

of them come to school with that motivation. These students that lack motivation are

usually the students of the broken families, single parent, have economic problems and

are non English speakers. Motivation is very important because it affects the total

leaming environment and changes the student's attitude towards leaming.

Develop a very creative Leaming Center with many creative games and activities -'

that provide student with the reinforcement of concepts and learning. Teachers that don't )

have learning centers tend to have more learning and behavioral problems. Therefore,

the attractiveness of the leaming environment is important. Weinstein (1979) found out

that attractive classrooms helped to improve attendance, participation and positive

attitudes towards instructions. The room d6cor also affects its attractiveness.

Furnishings, bulletin boards, pictures, posters mobiles, and displays of educational

materials and equipment all contribute to visual appeal. These stimuli should be

interesting and enjoyable to look at without being sources ofdistraction.

According to operant-leaming theory, the events that follow a given action

determine whether the action will be repeated. Learning occurs when behavior is

followed by a reinforcement or a punishment (Wicker, 1979; Winter, 1996). Educational

psychologists also have found that we leam by observing behavior of others. In a

Montessori classroom where it's easy to watch classmates engaged in various projects,

children learn by observing their peers even before they are given a lesson (Gayeski,

1995). Using these theories, we can understand that certain things in an environment can

reward or punish certain Students are the central purpose of teaching in the classroom.

Each individual is an emotional, unique, charismatic human being full of talents that need
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to be put to work. In order for the children to refine and put these talents to work there

needs to provide a very stimulus environment, motivate them, and provide them with the

necessary resources. Much product is achieved when there is an environment that is

conducive to leaming. A stimulus environment should be full of activities, visual aids,

realia and games to suit the purpose of each individual leaming style. The classroom

atmosphere should be free of disruptive behaviors and the classroom setting should be

well organized. I need to be concem and aware that children produce quality work when

they are free of problems. If the children are not producing the work and behaviors

required then I need to approach this child and consider the factors that are affecting him

or her. Some ofthe factors that affect children's leaming are family background. Some

of them come from an unstable family where they are living with a single parent; some

live in extreme poverty and cannot afford the resources and some of them may simply not

have the motivation from their family. These problems need to be tackled professionally.

Once the problems are controlled, some of them are beyond resolving, and tlen the

children should be involved in all areas of leaming. They should be able to produce,

projects, field work, role-plays, joumals, portfolios, and group work with ease. I think

that educating a child in a balanced and integrated manner needs to be approached

'holistically'.

Summaryt

The literature reveals that the value of school life is greatly influenced by the

nature of school settings, mainly the co-dependent connections between the goal-directed

actions of people and the actions locations in which these actions take place. Teachers'
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observations of the environment, school size and capacity, spatial arrangement, and

building conditions all add to how people respond in various environments.

However, most users are ignorant of the likely associations between settings and

the operation of the institute; few teachers willfully intend for and use the environment.

As Veitch and Arkkelin (1995) stated, "The fact that environments wreak relatively little

havoc is a tribute to human adaptability. . . users and clients have not fully exploited the

potential of present desigrrs, and behavioral scientists have only recently begun to

examine the interdependency of humans and their environments" (p. 314). This study

inquires about an advance explanation of the relationship between the physical

environment of the classroom and the teachers who work in them. With a better concept

ofthe uses to which the present environments are being put, regulations in existing space-

user relations could be prepared to contribute for an enhanced organism-environment fit.
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This study was designed to investigate classrooms' physical environments as seen

through the eyes of successful teachers. Primary classroom teachers were the central

concem in this study; specifically, the teachers from Las Flores and Belmopan. The

questionnaires were given to different teachers of the said schools and then collected

back. The questio Eires were then analyzed.

Samole

In the research carried out 50 questionnaires were given to 50 teachers in the

schools of Las Flores and Belmopan. Four schools in total participated and these ]9
St. Michael's R.C, Garden City, San Martin and Our Lady of Guadalupe. The fourteen

teachers of St. Michael's including the principal and vice principal were given a

questionnaire. The other teachers from other school were randomly selected and

including administration. Each teacher got a letter of consent explaining the objective

and purpose of the survey along with the questionnaire.

Instrument

In this study, questionnaires were the main strategy for data collection. Also

observation of the buildings and the environment was used by the researcher. The

questionnaires permitted the participants to respond to the questions by ticking yes, no,
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agree, or disagree. Observational data allowed for understanding an event in a way and

to a degree that was not entirely possible using only insights and information obtained.

The demographical data included sex, ethnicity, age, profession, class, number of

students, and teaching experience. It included 20 questions and statements. The

questions were basically to collect information about the condition of their physical

setting of their school and class. For example "does your school have a safe and well

equipped playing ground? *Are the school buildings made of concrete?" The

respondents were supposed to answer yes or no. the other part was l0 statements to

which they were to answer agree or disagree. Example, "Children can leam regardless of

vehicles passing by or music". "The attractiveness of the learning environment is

important".

The procedure used to test the reliability and validity ofthe instrument was a tally

graph, then from tlle tally graph pie charts and bar graph was done for each of the items.

Each item on the questionnaires was studdied carefully and then malyzed

Data Coll€ction

The bulk of the data came from a survey that was done to find out what is the

teachers' perception of the physical environment and learning in students? Principals

vice principals and teachers participated in this survey. Each participant was given a

copy of the questionnaire which amounted to 50 questionnaires. A letter was handed to

each of the participants along with the questionnaires so that they could be informed of

the purpose of my research. This was done between the 246 - 28t November. Through
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the questionnaires which were handled, delivered and collected by the researcher, she

was able to gather information to validate the research.

The information gathered from questionnaires administered to the fifty teachers in

the primary schools in Belmopan; data tfuy' arulyzed by using tally graph to make it

easier for counting the respondent's answers. This tally counting makes it easier to

display the information on bar graphs or pie charts. On 'chapter four data presentation'

you can view the charts and graphs and detail analysis of each answer. Each question

was written and presented by 6u\rg a bar graph. The demographical information was also

written down and presented in pie charts of bar graphs.
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