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“The most important action an effective teacher takes at the beginning of the year is creating a climate for learning.”




- Mary Beth Blegan, former U.S. Department of Education teacher in residence 

I can think of so many times in past years that I have commented on “school culture” after returning home from a day working as a substitute teacher.  Sometimes it was a really fantastic impression and sometimes maybe just adequate.  I noticed that the impressive school was clean and friendly, the students engaged and the staff welcoming.  I know this kind of school culture doesn’t happen by magic, but by plan and by taking action.  I believe that the teacher’s approach is an integral piece at the heart of creating the climate for learning.  That positive energy can ultimately flourish and project the entire school community into an upward movement based on kindness and unity.

Teachers can improve the success of students by making connections for students between intelligence and willingness to work hard.  Encouraging hard work and a dedicated obligation to educate every student at a high level is the primary role of an effective teacher.  Her attitude and tone should be inspiring and optimistic in order to promote student and parent classroom engagement.  By consistently instilling trust and respect for each other, students, teachers and administrators can all work together to orchestrate a culture of understanding, compassion and good will.

A real educator’s work is based on a consistent attitude of cooperation and guidance so students can develop their ideas using their creative talents as individuals or within a group situation.  The role of an art teacher is to be inspiring for students by providing current and provocative information to digest and form conclusions, enabling them to generate artwork as they incorporate the techniques and processes into their personal skill set.
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The optimized art room is safe, provides the proper materials, establishes procedures and is a well-organized space for accomplishing specific projects in a shared learning environment experience.  Purposeful learning activities in traditional and digital mediums require a functional and efficient room design.  It must include the following components to be an efficient and high functioning art room:     

1. Student work stations

2. Computer stations

3. Teacher presentation area

4. Demonstration area

5. Natural lighting

6. Large sinks

7. Student project storage areas

8. Materials storage areas

9. Display walls and or cases

10. Outside access and proper ventilation

Managing student behavior in the art room can be challenging. William Glasser’s “Choice Theory” is as a viable and proven philosophy that empowers students to take control of their lives and actions simply by making informed decisions.  This theory constitutes a policy of always staying connected within the learning process through personal decision-making and also by remaining consciously aware of all others.  Students can be active participants concerning their curriculum choices, environment and achievements.  The expectations are that “choice motivated behavior” will naturally generate a sense of love and belonging within the classroom society, which in deed is 
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viewed as the most important of all human needs according to Glasser.    I have personally experienced this behavior with one of my ceramics students and have found results to be consistent with the model’s conclusions.

  The notion of being connected to our peers and teachers in the classroom is important but equally significant is the student’s global connection.  We as educators, must have in mind the need to facilitate a specific environment in order to foster ethical and civic-minded world citizens.  As technology grows and the world shrinks, students can collaborate with individuals internationally by the click of a mouse.  Powerful social networks and internet resources immediately expand the classroom into a limitless place.  By understanding and applying web-based tools along with Smartboard technology we can present our students with a media-enriched learning environment.  Course websites such as Blackboard and Moodle containing discussions boards and blogs make it possible for everyone to join in on the conversation, including parents and administrators.   

In addition, problem solving and collaborative strategies via the internet with geographically distant people or groups provide the means to gaining greater creative solutions and diverse perspectives.  By grooming our students to participate with like-minded people from distant places we are in effect bridging gaps between cultures and disciplines.  Likewise, a distinct and remarkable revolution is emerging in the form of human intellect and social evolution.  Media scholars see powerful on-line behaviors as a form of distributed cognition.  It is a convergence of uncommon people in a common place while establishing a sense of interconnectivity and cooperation in alignment with one of our most important basic human needs, belonging.   
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A positive environment where all members are valued and respected is the essence of a productive and cohesive organization such as a classroom.  Good discipline is a major factor in maintaining a high level of social unity and cooperation.  Education expert, Linda Albert describes her views on discipline seen through students attaining a sense of belonging by participating in class and relating to others with kindness and consideration.  Manifested in self-control and responsible behavior, students are capable building self-confidence, counteracting their fear of failure and recognizing achievements.  They can stay connected to others by acceptance, attention and appreciation.  Furthermore, students also contribute to the classroom environment by encouraging input and helping others. 

Alberts elaborates on misbehavior occurring when students seek power, seek attention or revenge and are trying to avoid failure.  By explaining the consequences prior to an incident, teachers can readily keep classrooms functioning smoothly when misbehavior occurs if they:

· Address the issue

· Form a reasonable conclusion

· Always show respect to the student

· Negotiate a sensible resolution

She relates that when defusing a potentially volatile conflict, the teacher should focus on the behavior and not the student, with a calm demeanor and respectful approach. 

My environmental plan concludes with an eloquent quote from Parker Palmer’s, “The Courage to Teach: Exploring the Inner Landscape of a Teacher’s Life”.  It is as follows:
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“When I design a classroom session, I am aware of six paradoxical tensions that I want to build into the teaching and learning space.  These six are neither prescriptive nor exhaustive.  They are simply mine, offered to illustrate how the principle of paradox might contribute to pedagogical design:

1. The space should be bounded but open.

2. The space should be hospitable and “charged”.

3. The space should invite the voice of the individual and the voice of the group.

4. The space should honor the “little” stories of the students and the “big” stories of the disciplines and tradition.

5. The space should support solitude and surround it with the resources of community.

6. The space should welcome both silence and speech.”

The classroom environment sets the stage for a grand production of exploration, interactive learning and accomplishment.  We, as teachers, are the directors controlling the overall mood and all the variables.   Consistently setting our expectations high, providing a great environment and encouraging the cast, we can yield a spectacular performance!  
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