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ABSTRACT OF THE DISSERTATION 

 
 

Creating Meaningful Classroom Environments: How Do Teachers’ Pedagogical Beliefs 

Affect the Implementation of Their Visual Displays in Elementary Classrooms?  

 
 

by 
 
 
 

Rosanne Theresa Lopez 
 

Doctor of Education 
 

University of California, Los Angeles, 2020 
 

Professor Jennie Grammer, Chair 
 

 

 

Though the nature of educational displays are often involved in educational 

philosophies, few studies explore how design functions in elementary classroom 

environments. This study gathered and analyzed teachers’ perceptions of classroom displays 

in elementary classrooms by interviewing 23 kindergarten through fifth-grade teachers within 

Los Angeles County. By using qualitative research in the form of semi-structured interviews, 

teachers expanded on the particular choices they make when designing and creating 

classroom displays and the challenges they face in implementation. Through the coding and 

analysis of these open-ended interviews, themes and trends revealed teachers’ perceptions of 

classroom displays, the influences that shaped their understanding, and what factors 

ultimately drove their praxes. Findings reveal a connection between teachers’ pedagogical 
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beliefs and the implementation of their designs; their responses indicate that teachers view 

classroom displays as a valuable asset, but lack guidance in creating displays. This indicates 

opportunity for further research and professional development in the area of the visual 

classroom environment. 
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CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION 

Research Context 

 Elementary school students spend an extensive amount of time surrounded by 

colorful posters, art projects, student work, and many other informational texts. Also in 

view in their classrooms are visual displays such as bulletin boards, and wall decor items 

chosen by teachers. While teacher-led academic instruction is the primary method of 

learning, the broader classroom environment is also thought to play a crucial role in the 

academic and social development of students. A growing number of studies have focused 

on the relationship between the physical classroom environment and the learning process 

(Barrett et al., 2015; Fisher et al., 2014; Hanley et al., 2017; Milo-Shussman, 2017; 

Picket & Fraser, 2010; Roscos & Neuman, 2011; Tarr, 2004; Weinstein, 1981; Yael, 

2017). For example, research has shown that stimulation, personalization, and 

environmental factors such as light, temperature, and air quality influence learning 

outcomes (Barrett et al., 2015). Similarly, classroom objects and decor have been shown 

to convey nonverbal statements that may affect performance, achievement, and students’ 

interests (Cheryan et al., 2014). 

 Several educational approaches directly address the physical environment as 

fundamental to supporting student development. Educational philosophies such as 

Reggio-Emilio, Montessori, and Waldorf support the belief that the classroom aesthetics 

impact brain function, emotions, and play a vital role in students’ creative exploration. 

Although displays are a focal part of the traditional classroom environment, little research 

exists regarding how these educational philosophies influences teachers’ decisions 

regarding the creation of meaningful visual displays in their classrooms or the 
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implications of these displays on students. In general, scant to no research has been 

conducted on how design functions within the classroom environment, the goals that 

teachers have for these displays, how they create them, or the challenges they face in 

doing so.  

To address this gap, in this investigation I examined what teachers perceived to be 

the purpose of classroom displays, resources teachers used when creating visual displays, 

and challenges they found in creating meaningful classroom displays. The purpose of this 

study was to research teachers’ perceptions of the classroom environment as a tool for 

promoting meaningful learning with the objective of understanding how their 

pedagogical beliefs affected implementation and overall design.  

The Complexity of the Classroom  

 The learning spaces of kindergarten to early elementary school students have 

traditionally been associated with bold, bright colors, due to the developmental 

stimulation these sensory rich colors are thought to provide during early stages of 

development (Gaines & Curry, 2011; Stern-Ellran et al., 2016). It is not uncommon for 

elementary classrooms to be furnished with colorful chairs, furniture, rugs, and classroom 

decor adorning the walls. Key studies have suggested that the nature of the classroom 

visual environment can affect a student’s ability to focus and learn (Barrett et al., 2015). 

Two main design elements through to impact students include color and density. 

Color is a powerful design element and has been shown to positively effect 

handwriting performance in second- and third-grade students with autism spectrum 

disorder (Imhof, 2004), and inspired higher reading scores for university students (AL-

Ayash et al., 2015). In contrast, a separate line of studies suggest that care must be taken 
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when using color in academic environments; the color red shown before an academic task 

inhibited performance on high school and undergraduate students (Elliot et al., 2007) but 

also impaired the cognitive performance of 8- and 9-year old students (Brooker & 

Franklin, 2016). These contradictory findings implore further research in order to obtain a 

more informed understanding of the effects color has on students’ cognition and learning 

while in the classroom environment. 

 When considering the density of visual displays, Fisher et al. (2014) found that a 

typically decorated classroom with colorful wall displays and a sparsely decorated 

classroom elicited two different levels of attention in kindergarten students. Other 

research (Barrett et al. 2015) affirmed that avoiding distractions in the classroom may be 

exceptionally challenging for young children, as their ability to ignore distractions and 

maintain focus is in the developmental process within this window of time. 

 The difference in levels of attention can impact student learning as well. Fischer 

and colleagues found that students in the highly decorated classrooms were not only more 

distracted, but also evidenced lower learning (2014). These findings align with research 

that suggests that attention is foundational in promoting student learning in the classroom 

(Pagani et al., 2012; Walcott et al., 2010). This critical link between focused attention and 

learning outcomes highlights the need to identify sources of interference in an academic 

setting.  
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CHAPTER TWO: LITERATURE REVIEW 

Introduction 

 The classroom environment plays a vital role in the social, emotional, and 

academic outcomes of students. As students prepare to enter their classrooms, it is 

important that the learning spaces are prepared to meet their needs. Teachers create 

learning environments with the goal of fostering children’s development with the belief 

that classrooms designed with the needs of students in mind motivate, provide 

opportunities to learn, and help foster long-term achievement. While studies on 

classroom environment have focused on the relationships between teachers and students, 

overall engagement, and behavior, much less is known about how the physical 

environment of the classroom, and visual elements in particular, impact students.  

When considering the visual environment of the classroom, color and high-load 

visual environment impact not only students’ behaviors, but also cognition and emotion 

(AL‐Ayash et al., 2016). More specifically, some research indicates that this element of 

the classroom setting could impact children’s ability to regulate their attention and 

behavior, processes that are important for children’ success in school (Hanley et al., 

2017). To explore this topic further, the first part of the literature review focuses on 

executive function and studies that explain how attentional skills are relevant in school 

activities. Then, I describe recent studies that unveil the impact of color and visual load 

on student of engagement, task performance, and learning. Finally, I underscore the 

scarcity of literature on the effects of color or clutter in primary classrooms, and the 

shortage of research on teachers’ perceptions of the classroom visual environment.  
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The Development of Executive Function  

Executive Function 

Executive function is an aspect of self-regulation that includes working memory, 

attentional control, and inhibitory control. These cognitive skills are positively related to 

children’s success in the classroom; they also promote positive social-emotional 

functioning that children in school use every day as they pay attention to the teacher, 

follow directions, interact with other students, and work on learning activities. These 

executive function skills contribute to positive, self-regulated, goal-directed behavior 

linked to positive academic outcomes (Day et al., 2015; Ferrier et al., 2014; Jahromi & 

Stifter, 2008). Strong self-regulation skills are essential for the early success of children, 

especially in elementary grades when foundational learning places a great demand on 

these higher order brain functions (Blair & Raver, 2015; Blair & Razza, 2007). These 

studies indicate that the ability to control thoughts and behaviors in order to learn from 

new experiences is critical, as it paves the way for children to actively seek and apply 

learned knowledge. 

Attentional Control 

A key aspect of executive function is attentional control, which refers to the 

ability to modulate behavior and maintain focus when presented with irrelevant stimuli, 

as well as being able to shift attention from one subject to another when necessary 

(Rhoades et al., 2010). During early childhood, the brain undergoes rapid changes in 

areas related to the regulation of attention (Pagani et al., 2012), and much of this 

development is shaped by experiences we have in the world around us. Fisher et al. 

(2012) noted that factors promoting attention can be exogenous (e.g., light, sound, and 
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motion) or endogenous (e.g., goal-related activity), indicating that experience in everyday 

environments shapes the development of attention. An early childhood study by Fisher et 

al. (2013) indicates that 3- to 4-year-olds are more successful in tracking objects that are 

more prominent than distractors, while 5-year-olds are more successful in tracking 

objects that were equally prominent as distractors. These findings affirm the influence of 

exogenous factors on 3- and 4-year-olds to a greater degree than the 5-year-olds. In other 

words, attention is a skill that continues to be refined and not fully developed in young 

children. The transition to school is a key period for the development of executive control 

and attentional skills. 

The regulation of attention is an integral regulatory skill that is associated with 

successful school adjustment, as children that are able to attend to tasks and engage in 

academic activities are more likely to attain long term academic success (Duncan et al., 

2007; Pagani et al., 2012). Studies indicate that attentional skills are influential in self-

regulated actions such as inhibiting impulse response and delaying gratification and that 

these are essential factors in acquiring knowledge (Blair & Razza, 2007; Pagani et al., 

2012).  

 Executive function skills are particularly important as students transition into the 

school environment. The ability to pay attention to tasks at hand improves student’s 

capacity to capitalize on the learning opportunities in the classroom environment. With 

this understanding, it is essential to consider ways to alleviate additional distractions in 

the educational environment, as diverting attention from learning opportunities can 

negatively impact the progress advanced through school readiness and ultimately affect 

students’ long-term academic success.  
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Emotional Regulation 

Emotions are closely associated with executive function and play a part in guiding 

our actions, thoughts, and evaluating our surroundings and experiences (Ferrier et al., 

2014). Children with lower levels of emotional regulation have been shown to 

demonstrate poorer performance on executive function and behavior control tasks than 

those with higher emotional regulation (Blair, 2002; Herndon et al., 2013), and these 

associations have also been observed longitudinally across the pre-K and early 

elementary school years (Jahromi & Stifter, 2008). These studies emphasize the 

connection between emotion and cognitive regulation, which has shown to impact early 

school adjustment and academic success. 

Environmental Factors that Influence Attention 

Color in the Classroom 

 Bright primary colors have been associated with stimulation (AL Ayash et al., 

2016; Elliot & Maier, 2007; Valdez & Mehrabian, 1994) and are commonly associated 

with active learning environments such as primary classrooms. Elementary school 

classrooms are one of the most discernible environments in which we can see the use of 

color; unfortunately, there is limited evidence regarding its impact on student attention or 

learning. A Google search of ‘primary grade classrooms’ provides copious examples of 

classrooms teeming with block-colored rugs, multi-colored bulletin boards with 

coordinating colored trim, brightly colored window coverings, vibrant art hanging from 

the ceiling and adorning walls, and furniture and plastic bins in an array of bright colors 

(See Figure 1). A similar search of ‘brightly colored primary grade classrooms’ yields 

equally stimulating classrooms suggesting that this abundance of color and high load 
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visual environment is typical in primary grades, and not the exception (See Figure 2). 

Young children prefer bright colors that are commonly used to create a sensory rich 

visual environments and add character to the classroom environment (Fisher et al., 2014; 

Pile, 1997; Sheffler, 2009). However, several recent studies have shown that brightly 

colored environments may be particularly taxing for the youngest learners, and ultimately 

disrupt learning.  

Figure 1 

Google Search for ‘Primary Grade Classroom Decor’ 

 
Note: The results show an assortment of brightly colored classrooms with loud decor. 

Figure 2 

Google Search for ‘Brightly Colored Primary Grade Classrooms’ 
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Note: The results show another assortment of bright colored classrooms with loud decor. 

In a correlational study of the impact of the design of primary schools, Barrett et 

al. (2015) assessed 153 classrooms in 27 primary schools in the United Kingdom and 

found that environmental factors were related to the learning process. They categorized 

these factors into three design principles—naturalness, individualization, and 

stimulation—and compared them with initial and year-end overall academic levels in 

reading, writing, and math. Naturalness relates to air quality, room temperature, sound, 

light, and links to nature. Individualization conveys how well the classroom meets the 

needs of the students in terms of connection, ownership, and flexibility. Stimulation 

refers to how exciting and vibrant the classroom is by way of complexity and color. 

Naturalness accounted for 50% of the impact on learning while individualization and 

stimulation each accounted for 25%. Barrett et al. (2015) confirmed that naturalness had 

a higher impact on learning, although stimulating effects of colorful decorations and 

displays were also influential. The study notes that the overall complexity of the 

classroom layout as well as displays should be balanced with accents of color. This 
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indicates that students’ nascent abilities to attend to the task at hand are challenged when 

faced with excessive stimulation from the colorfulness of the surroundings.  

Color and Task Performance 

 Brightly colored rugs, furniture, and toys in the classroom surround our youngest 

learners. This includes books and learning materials such as calendars, charts, and 

colorful displays that adorn the walls. The literature indicates that these well-intentioned 

learning tools may have the opposite effect as originally intended. One particular study 

underscores the influence of color on structured play and the distraction that is created 

when children play games on a brightly colored surface compared to a solid white 

surface. The preschool students (N=15) who were between 38 and 52 months old 

assembled puzzles, constructed Legos, and played picture card memory game in each of 

the two test environments. When playing on the brightly colored surface, students 

showed behaviors consistent with disruption in task completion, such as bringing their 

heads closer to the table, vocalizing statements or utterances of frustration or 

incompetency, manually instead of visually searching for game pieces, and dropping or 

missing game pieces that were in front of them (Stern-Ellran et al., 2016). This highlights 

the confusion that accompanies the disruption caused by color. Children’s mental 

resources are challenged when their attention is captured by the bright colors during 

structured play. This study suggests that distractibility could occur in both proximal 

areas, such as desks and tables, and distal areas of color, such as bulletin boards and wall 

decorations, creating a whirlwind of emotions and distraction for students. These studies 

show the importance of developing a fuller understanding of the impact that colors have 

in the classroom and on learning.  
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Color and Emotion 

 Our associations with and perception of color is subjective and personal, and 

therefore can affect us in different ways. Furthermore, research on the emotional 

responses to color is mediated by a variety of factors such as hue and saturation, which 

has resulted in varying implications. Studies on children have examined the impact on 

emotions brought on by the stimuli brought on by color. Zentner (2001) found that 

children in daycare were shown to have established the association of happiness to bright 

colors and sadness to dark colors by 3 years old. A similar study with children between 

the ages of 4 to 7 were able to describe emotional reactions, such as happy, excited, 

angry, and sad, when presented with various colors (Boyatzis & Varghese, 1994). They 

note that while emotional responses in children are personal and depend on their 

experience, all of the children were capable of conveying an emotion to individual colors, 

which suggests that regardless of our perceived preferences and experiences, color is 

capable of soliciting an emotional response. Given the links between emotions and 

executive function, students with lower levels of emotional regulation may demonstrate 

poorer performance in attentional and behavioral control tasks, which can negatively 

affect academic outcomes 

The Implications of High Load Environments 

 Visual distraction in the classroom can also be caused by high visual load, more 

commonly referred to as clutter. Students in primary grades remain in a singular 

classroom throughout all subjects of study, increasing the duration of exposure to a large 

volume of posters, charts, and visual stimuli that is constantly displayed throughout the 

day in comparison to the time they are actually used in direct instruction. This 
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combination of color and clutter exacerbates students’ level of distraction and further 

inhibits learning. 

 In a recent study on visual stimulation, Rodrigues and Pandeirada (2018) assessed 

children aged 8 to 12 years old in both high-load and low-load surroundings. Using 

computers, students completed two attention tasks and two memory tasks in each type of 

surrounding. The high-load surrounding contained visual images posted on the white 

partition surrounding the computer, whereas the low load surrounding contained no 

visual images. Researchers focused on tasks that assess cognitive skills essential when 

interacting with their surroundings. The outcomes for all four cognitive tasks were lower 

in the high-load surrounding, reinforcing the association between clutter in the classroom 

and their propensity to negatively affect student’s learning. Experimental research 

conducted by Fisher and colleagues further supports these ideas. When considering the 

density of visual displays, Fisher et al. (2014) found that a typically decorated classroom 

with colorful wall displays and a sparsely decorated classroom elicited two different 

levels of attention in kindergarten students. During a short lesson, students in a more 

highly decorated classroom were more distracted by the classroom displays, while 

students placed in a sparsely decorated classroom were markedly less distracted by the 

environment itself. Most notably, students spent considerably more time off task in the 

visually stimulating environment than in the sparsely decorated environment and had 

lower levels of learning on the assessments that followed the lessons. The same study 

noted that while a visually stimulating environment proved distracting to kindergarten 

students, sixth grade students were not affected. These studies indicate that classrooms 
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laden with bright colors and heavy-load visual stimulation place undue demands on 

cognition and may impact learning. 

 When creating areas within the classroom for special needs students, Allen and 

Shwartz (1996) encourage the act of minimizing clutter and reducing visual confusion in 

order to provide students opportunity to avoid distraction and focus on learning. These 

suggestions are especially pertinent to special needs students, but a practice that benefits 

all. Correspondingly, in a study of 17 typically developing (TD) children and 17 children 

with Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD), students ranging from 5 years to 13 years old, 

were given two tasks to complete via video (Hanley et al., 2017). The videos presented 

the same teacher giving the same lessons, except the background was digitally enhanced 

to include high levels of classroom visual displays in one set and a completely white 

background in the other set. The video with the cluttered background negatively affected 

both groups of students, although it proved especially disadvantageous for the ASD 

students. This study only showed a small negative effect on the students learning, while 

the performance of the ASD students was greatly affected; they spent more time looking 

at the visual clutter than the teacher during the lesson. This shows that attention, the 

entryway to learning, impedes time on task and, ultimately, academic achievement.  

 When an intensely colorful classroom is the backdrop for learning, disruption 

caused by overstimulation could negatively affect learning and impair academic growth. 

Pagani et al. (2012) determined that higher levels of kindergarten task-oriented attention 

were consistently associated with greater engagement trajectories. These results 

supported findings by Walcott et al. (2010), which showed that children who were unable 

to maintain attention in the classroom setting were less likely to be able to concentrate on 



	

 14 

learning tasks. These students ultimately developed fewer pre-literacy skills than those 

with more developed attention skills. This critical link between distractions and learning 

outcomes, paired with the impact of color and clutter on learning, highlights the need for 

research on teachers’ perception of the classroom environment as a tool for learning.  

Gaps in the Existing Literature 

 The available literature on the physical classroom environment indicates that it 

plays a significant role in student motivation, student-teacher interaction, and overall 

achievement (Pianta et al., 2005; Sandilos et al., 2017; Werthamer-Larsson et al., 1991). 

Studies also explore teacher and student perceptions of physical classroom environment 

(Church et al., 2001; Fraser, 1982; Midgley et al., 1989; Ramli & Ahmad, 2013). 

Unfortunately, these previous studies on the classroom environment focus on the layout 

of the classroom and student behavior that lead to collaboration and overall engagement. 

After thorough examination, I was unable to uncover any research on teacher perceptions 

of the visual design of the classroom environment, the visual display board, or classroom 

decor that students encounter on a daily basis. 

 In addition, very little is known about how teachers make decisions regarding 

visual displays in their classrooms. Resources such as the California Standards for the 

Teaching Profession (CSTP) identify the need to create an environment that promotes 

student learning, but they fail to include any specific information on how to achieve this 

goal. The National Association for the Education of Young Children (NAEYC) Early 

Learning Program Accreditation Standards on physical environment calls for a safe and 

healthful environment and materials that facilitate and develop child learning. These 

inexplicit guidelines are left up to the teachers’ own interpretations and lack information 
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that may help to inform and support teachers’ understanding of environmental factors 

within the classroom.  

 There are also a number of stores, online sources, etc. that teachers use for 

guidance including social media sites such as Pinterest, Instagram and Facebook. They 

have increased in prevalence over the past decade, potentially shaping the decisions 

teachers make. Grote-Garcia and Vasinda (2014) reflect that while educators are 

increasingly using Pinterest, not all educators are critically examining the materials or 

activities prior to implementation. While these resources are readily available, they have 

not been peer reviewed to ensure accuracy of content or best practices, and the impact on 

student learning is unclear. In a study investigating how educators engage with Pinterest, 

30% of the participants surveyed used it specifically to enhance the classroom 

environment which shows it serves as an influence on their practice (Schroeder & 

Lundgren, 2019). 

The Current Study 

 The research on the effects of color and clutter are compelling, especially when 

executive function and emotional regulation bring into focus the possible implications 

these dynamics may ultimately have on students’ academic achievement. Although 

studies point to possible implications in the classroom, we know very little about how 

teachers’ approach to the visual classroom environment may help to alleviate these 

challenges that students face. There is a dearth of research on how teachers make the 

decisions that they do, and what these decisions are based on. More information is needed 

to understand teachers’ pedagogical beliefs, their process, and their understanding of the 

classroom visual environment. The available research shows the need to consider the 
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ways classroom environments can contribute to student learning through classroom 

environments that promote purposeful and meaningful learning experiences. The 

literature raises many questions that implore further exploration.  

 Understanding teacher perceptions of meaningful classroom displays is the 

critical first step needed to better understand teacher motivation and goals with respect to 

the visual displays in their classrooms. It is also important to explore the resources 

teachers are using and discover how, and if, these resources help to design a purposeful 

classroom visual environment. This study contributes a unique perspective by addressing 

how teachers conceive of the classroom displays and their purpose, including their 

relationship to learning, revealing what resources teachers use when designing the 

classroom and why, and describing the challenges teachers report about creating their 

displays. This study’s scope and findings will help to illuminate what shapes their 

understanding and what ultimately drives their praxes, providing a starting point from 

which educators can step back, reflect, and take a critical look at their own practices so 

educators can work towards making the most informed decisions in designing purposeful 

learning environments for students. 

Research Questions 

The following research questions will guide the study: 

1. What do teachers perceive to be the purpose of classroom displays? 

a. What are some of the ways in which teachers use displays to facilitate 

learning? 

2. What resources do teachers use when creating the classroom environment? 

a. Why are these resources chosen? 
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b. Why do they believe these selected resources help to facilitate learning? 

3. What are the challenges of creating classroom displays? 
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CHAPTER THREE: METHODS AND DESIGN 

Design Rationale 

 For this investigation, I employed qualitative methods to investigate the details of 

participants’ decisions regarding their rationale for, and pedagogical beliefs about, 

creating classroom display boards and designing learning environments.  

 Participants initially completed a short questionnaire soliciting information 

regarding the grade they currently taught, as well as their age, ethnicity, years of 

experience, and school site information. Afterwards, they participated in a 45- to 60-

minute semi-structured interview. Finally, participants were asked to review photographs 

of three classrooms and share their opinions on which they found to be most and least 

appropriate for learning. 

 The interviews provided the opportunity to discuss teachers’ opinions and their 

perspectives on the classroom environment, specifically on how display boards are used 

in the classroom. Teachers described their classrooms, which provided a general idea of 

how they set up their display boards and the resources used to build the space. I asked 

participants to describe one of their bulletin boards in detail and had them communicate 

the intended goal of the board. Teachers were then asked to explain how they knew if the 

boards were effective. This part of the interview allowed me to understand teachers’ 

reasoning when creating displays, and the manner in which students were involved, if 

any. Teachers discussed challenges in implementation, and then commented on photos of 

classrooms, indicating the most and least appropriate for student learning. Throughout 

this process I looked for patterns among the teachers’ responses, in their reasoning and 

process behind the implementation of display boards. 
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Data Collection Methods 

Participants  

 Participants for this study included kindergarten through fifth-grade teachers from 

Los Angeles County schools, including district and charter schools. Elementary teachers 

were selected, as their classrooms are traditionally the most brightly colored and highly 

decorated, therefore these teachers have more experience navigating these environments. 

Efforts were also made to recruit teachers reflecting a range of levels of experience 

within these grade levels to compare their methods of practice and use of resources. 

To ensure the study represented the widest possible variation of the population, I 

utilized purposeful selection (Maxwell, 2013), which allowed me to maximize the 

variation of responses that informed the study. My intention was to assemble a sample of 

teachers representing a range of ethnicities, experiences, ideas, and opinions, allowing me 

to collect a wide variety of data by exploring personal beliefs and motivations. To begin 

the participant selection process, I referred to the California School Dashboard website to 

locate LA County school websites and found the staff directory of individual teacher 

email addresses. I sent a recruitment letter to approximately 150 teachers. In addition, I 

relied on word-of-mouth to contact additional teachers through colleagues who forwarded 

the recruitment letter to teachers in transitional kindergarten through fifth grades. This 

process was followed up with reminder emails when necessary.  

In total, 23 teachers agreed to participate, completing both the questionnaire and 

interview. All teachers interested in participating were included in the sample, and all 

participant information was kept confidential. Information about the sample can be found 

in Table 1 (all teachers have been given pseudonyms for the purposes of reporting here). 
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In terms of professional experience, participants ranged from first-year teachers to those 

who had taught for more than 20 years. Ten teachers taught in early elementary school 

classes between kindergarten and second-grade, and thirteen participants taught between 

third and fifth-grade. Three of the teachers identified as male and twenty as female. They 

taught in various settings from large-district public schools, to smaller charter schools. 

The demographics varied greatly; the schools represented ranged from 28 to 99.5% 

socioeconomically disadvantaged students and from 63 to 100% non-Caucasian students.  

Table 1 

Participant Pseudonyms, Grade Taught, Age, Gender, Ethnicity, and Years Taught 

 
Pseudonym Grade Taught Age Gender Years taught 
Ms. Alarcon 1st 25-34 F 5-9 
Ms. Bang 5th 25-34 F 1-4 
Ms. Chambers 4th 55+ F 20+ 
Ms. Cobb 4th 25-34 F 1-4 
Mr. Hyman 4th 25-34 M 1-4 
Ms. Culver 5th 18-24 F 1st year 
Ms. Do Kindergarten 55+ F 20+ 
Mr. Gumpert 3rd 35-44 M 5-9 
Ms. Cuervo 2nd 35-44 F 10-14 
Ms. Galvez 3rd 25-34 F 1-4 
Ms. Tran 4th 35-44 F 15-19 
Ms. Espinoza 5th dual language 25-34 F 5-9 
Mr. Harris Kindergarten 25-34 M 1st year 
Ms. Hurtt Kindergarten 25-34 F 5-9 
Ms. Kurosaka-Jost 1st 25-34 F 1st year 
Ms. Ok 2nd 45-54 F 15-19 
Ms. Palacios 4th 25-34 F 5-9 
Ms. Nagashima 4th 35-44 F 5-9 
Ms. Perez 1st 45-54 F 20+ 
Ms. Sanchez 4th 25-34 F 1-4 
Ms. Seinfeld 1st 35-44 F 10-14 
Ms. Shayestehpour Kindergarten 18-24 F 1-4 
Ms. Sims 3-5 (Upper Aut.) 35-44 F 5-9 
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Procedures and Measures 

 Once I had an interested pool of participants, I further explained the study to 

them, and confirmed that the research information sheet had been read and understood to 

ensure consent. I emailed teachers to set up dates and times for each interview. I also 

requested photographs of their classroom to get a general sense of the type of visual 

displays they had already created in their classrooms and to ensure they were comfortable 

with the process. I confirmed to teachers that neither the interviews nor any information 

collected would be attached to any identifiable teacher or school site. 

All semi-structured interviews were conducted over a two-and-a-half-week period 

in the spring. All interviews were set up and conducted online, through Zoom, a video 

and audio recording platform, and each one took on average 45 to 60 minutes. Each 

recording was then transcribed by Temi, an online transcription service, as soon as it was 

completed so that I could review it for accuracy and make additional notes. After 

interviews were recorded and transcribed, I began coding for themes. 

Questionnaire 

 All participants filled out a questionnaire containing 6 items including where, 

what grade, and length of time teachers taught as well as teacher age, gender, and 

ethnicity (See Appendix A). These questionnaires were sent to participants as a Microsoft 

Word document and were completed and returned via email.  

Interviews  

 Teachers participated in one 45- to 60- minute semi-structured interview. The 

format of the semi-structured interview protocol elicited responses through two methods 

(See Appendix B). First, the open-ended questions provided teachers the opportunity to 
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respond to questions pertaining to their classroom visual environment, their pedagogical 

beliefs, and how such beliefs affected the implementation of their display boards. Second, 

using photo elicitation, participants were prompted to respond to photographs of three 

classrooms with varying levels of color and decor; responses to these visuals provided 

additional contextual information and a more robust understanding of their practices and 

beliefs. 

Open-Ended Questions 

All interviews were conducted over Zoom, an online videoconference website, as 

all schools had been recently closed due to the COVID-19 pandemic. Meeting virtually 

also made it easier to find a time that fit into teachers already challenging schedule. In 

addition, reviewing video recording provided additional information, as transcriptions do 

not document physical gestures such as hand and body movements, or facial expressions. 

All participants were sent an email containing a thank you card and a $20 Amazon gift 

card at the conclusion of the interview. 

 In the beginning of the interview, I asked teachers to describe their classrooms. 

This was used to build rapport with the participant, but also to get an overall 

understanding of their classroom environment. Teachers were eager to explain how their 

classroom was set up and describe the aesthetics. Their sense of pride was evident, and 

most teachers were very excited to explain in detail what they had executed.  

 Afterwards, teachers were asked questions about the purpose of a display and the 

purpose behind it. Participants were asked, “What was the goal of that particular 

display?” and “How do you know if it was effective?” to prompt teachers to share what 
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might have occurred to confirm its effectiveness. Their explanations fell into three main 

categories, which were used to analyze the data. 

 I also asked about the resources that teachers used for inspiration and for creating 

their display boards. A series of prompts were used to ensure the teacher shared their 

decisions around resources such as (a) social media, (b) colleagues, and (c) retail or 

online stores. These categories were used to analyze the data. Teachers were also asked 

why these resources were chosen and if these resources help to facilitate learning. This 

helped to better understand their praxis. 

 Teachers were asked to explain the biggest challenge in implementing or creating 

classroom displays. I followed up by explaining that they could draw from anything they 

had experienced this year or anytime at any of the schools in which they had worked. 

They were also reminded that the challenge could be drawn from inspiration or 

implementation.  

Photo Elicitation 

 During the last part of the interview, I again posed questions that elicited 

participants’ thoughts on the goals, resources, and challenges of displays, but through a 

different method. Teachers were asked to analyze photographs of three classrooms; two 

photos of each classroom were shown (See Figures 1-3). The first photo of each 

classroom revealed the entire layout of the classroom, or as much as could be shown from 

a single perspective. The second photo of each classroom was a close up of a display in 

it. The photos were chosen to show classrooms with a broad range of color and decor. 

The three classrooms ranged from high to low levels of color and visual clutter. 

Participants were asked to evaluate the classroom environment, then select the classroom 
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that was most appropriate for learning and why. They were then prompted to describe the 

aspects of the classroom that made it an effective environment and to explain the 

reasoning behind their choices. This method helped to stimulate discussion and provided 

teachers the opportunity to reflect upon the implementation of displays in their own 

classrooms. The participants then chose the classroom least appropriate for learning and 

answered the same prompts as noted above.  

 The photographs that most teachers sent of their own classrooms provided a 

general reference for analyzing the descriptions of their room from interviews in my 

transcription review. 

Figure 1 

Classroom A  

Note: High volume, color coordinated decor  
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Figure 2 

Classroom B 

Note: Moderate volume and color-coordinated decor  

Figure 3 

Classroom C 

Note: Low volume, minimal decor 

Data Analysis Methods 

 To analyze the data I used an inductive process of analysis, which began after the 

first interview; I reviewed each consecutive transcription in an emergent, ongoing 

fashion. I began open coding based on notes, comments, and themes that emerged from 

the initial reviews of the transcripts. Through this process I assigned codes to pieces of 
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data and then began analytic coding, as data began to merge into larger groupings, 

creating initial categories and themes. After reviewing smaller categories, I was able to 

combine some through constant comparison and create more comprehensive categories. 

An Excel spreadsheet was used to sort and track the data by interview question and 

theme. 

 Initial categories for the data included three themes that emerged from the 

interviews: 1) ways teachers use displays to facilitate learning, 2) resources used, and 3) 

challenges. I then categorized teachers’ pedagogical decisions by the instructional 

purpose: student work display, resource, or a combination of both. For example, 

participants who began by explaining that the goal of the display was to support 

vocabulary by posting grade level words were demonstrating a resource purpose because 

they were providing additional source of learning for students to use outside of direct 

lesson instruction. On the other hand, a teacher whose goal is to provide space for 

students to share their learning, by placing their work on the board for other students, 

administrators, or parents to appreciate, focused on documenting the students’ learning. 

Additionally, some teachers combined these goals and described utilizing students’ work 

as a resource for others; teachers often used student work as a point of engagement and 

reflection for other students. They expected that students could compare their own 

thinking with that of others and apply new understandings to their own ongoing work.  

 The second round of coding looked deeper into the effectiveness of the stated 

instructional purposes by using a range of subcategories: student use, use with prompting, 

admin/parent use, and other. Within each of these, I looked for levels of engagement: 

student observed the display, or student observed and then interacted with the display or 
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applied content to the work at their desk. I was interested to uncover whether students’ 

initial reactions were to simply reviewing the material, or if it caused them to react in 

some form. For example, if a student approached to the bulletin board to look at his own 

work posted, reviewed it, and then returned to seat without taking any other actions, it 

was coded as single use. If the student was prompted to engage with the content, leave 

feedback, try to use a strategy that they saw another student use, it was coded as having a 

secondary action. 

 I applied this same categorical approach for teachers’ reasoning behind choosing 

resources; I categorized across interviews responses and coded them by type: social 

media, retail stores, colleagues, and professional resources. As I reviewed the data, I 

looked for themes of trustworthiness. I quickly realized that the common thread among 

these categories was that these were typically used by, and suggested to, other teachers. I 

sought to find out the reasons why teachers felt these resources were reliable, so in the 

second round of coding additional themes were identified: variety, inspirational, teacher-

created. Participants’ descriptions helped in differentiating between levels of reliability 

and I realigned codes to better describe the data. I was able to code for underlying themes 

of professional and personal resources, which helped to reveal that few teachers had 

professional resources on which they relied.  

 Within the categories of the challenges that teachers face, I created codes based 

on the two main patterns that emerged: space and time. Although I initially broke these 

down into subcategories, the driving force behind many of the challenges was dependent 

on these two themes. Additional themes that couldn’t be combined were cost, reliability 

of purpose, physicality, and student-focused design. 
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 Descriptors of the most and least appropriate classroom for learning were each 

categorized by color and design, volume, engagement, accessibility, benefits, and 

challenges. Some of these categories were later combined when appropriate. Themes 

around these descriptors helped to create a clear picture of the reasons why participants 

preferred one to the other classroom. Categories from these responses were compared and 

aligned with the categories from the interview questions, as the prompts were used to 

elicit more about those initial questions. Teachers were grouped by their selection of most 

and least appropriate classroom and then analyzed for similarities and differences. 

Ethical Considerations 

 Interviews were conducted online due to limited access to closed schools and the 

county’s stay-at-home order. To ensure confidentiality, all identifiers were removed from 

interview data and photographs. Moreover, pseudonyms replaced teacher names. 

Throughout the study, I was very clear about the nature of the study when initially 

presented to all parties and explained that my intention to share my findings with the 

district in hopes of informing teacher practice and supporting student learning.   

Positionality, Reliability, and Validity 

In order to ensure the credibility of my study, in my findings I recognized my bias 

as a person, and a teacher, who is affected by the visual environment. I invited expert 

teachers to preview my interview questions to ensure they were worded in a manner that 

would solicit the most accurate and honest responses. In addition, I conducted a field test 

with my initial interview questions to ensure they were clearly worded and framed in a 

way that could not be perceived as leading. I also practiced my responses to ensure they 

did not signal any type approval or disapproval during the interview process. Careful 
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analysis, along with quotes from participants, was also used to help ensure an unbiased 

evaluation of my study and accurate propositions when my findings were presented. 
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CHAPTER FOUR: RESULTS 

The findings in this chapter are organized by my research questions and themes 

that resulted from participant responses. In addition, these themes were revisited in the 

recounting of secondary findings based on the information derived from the photo 

elicitation. My research questions asked: 

1. What do teachers perceive to be the purpose of classroom displays?  

a. What are some of the ways in which teachers use displays to facilitate 

learning? 

2. What resources do teachers use when creating the classroom environment? 

a. Why are these resources chosen? 

b. Why do they believe these selected resources help to facilitate learning? 

3. What are the challenges of creating classroom displays? 

Primary Findings 

 Data from the interviews illuminated factors that contributed to teachers’ 

application and practice of creating classroom display boards with purpose and meaning. 

Aligned with what was expected from the interview responses, teachers primarily used 

display boards to present student work and as a resource to support lessons. They mainly 

based the effectiveness of the boards on students’ propensity to use them. Social media 

was an anticipated influence in the creation of displays, and this was primarily due to the 

tremendous variety of visual inspiration that was readily available. Teacher supply stores 

were the second most patronized resource, as they uncontestably catered to the needs of 

teachers and were seen as a reliable source of goods. Unsurprisingly, the two main 

challenges when implementing display boards were space and time; teachers were 
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confronted by the limited amount of space needed for displays and the time it took to 

create them.  

 Additional information around teachers’ beliefs and approach to classroom 

displays was revealed during the evaluation of the photographs of three distinct 

classrooms.  

RQ1: What Do Teachers Perceive to be the purpose of Classroom Displays? 

 Three major themes developed around how teachers use classroom display boards 

to facilitate learning. Pertaining to research question one, 44% of teachers reported using 

display boards to present student work, 17% to provide resources for their lessons, and 

30% for both student work and as a resource. An additional two teachers indicated that 

they used display boards to build strong community within the classroom. 

Demonstrate and Celebrate Learning 

As expected, the majority of teachers use display boards to display student work. 

Teachers commonly use display boards to highlight learning and celebrate student’s 

growth. Completed work on display boards showed that students had learned grade level 

standards and had mastered the objectives. The work is often accompanied by rubrics, 

protocols or state standards, as many schools and districts require them to be posted 

alongside student work. 

 Teachers revealed that they posted student work on display boards to reflect the 

learning that was taking place in the classrooms (See Figures 4 and 5). Student work 

featured on classroom walls was common across grades. Ms. Bang noted that the content 

on her display boards grew in volume as students analyzed, reflected, and then created 

alongside the resources provided. The goal of this process was for students to see that the 
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displays grew as their learning grew, so that they saw themselves as producers and 

owners of knowledge.  

Figure 4 

Display of a Kindergarten Weather Unit 

  
Note: Students had progressively added to the wall as the unit on weather progressed. 

The completed wall shows their understanding at the end of the unit. 

 
Figure 5  

Display of a Fourth-Grade Social Studies Unit 

 
Note: Students wrote and illustrated information on the branches of government, adding 

pieces of information as their knowledge of the three branches grew. 

 
 Classroom display boards were also described as an ideal setting to visually 

celebrate completed units of study. Teachers often posted end-of-unit projects in content 
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areas across the curriculum. Many teachers discussed displaying writing that showcased 

final published pieces (See Figure 6). They reported using these displays to celebrate 

students’ achievements so students would take pride in their effort, and their final work 

product.  

Figure 6  

Display of a Fourth-Grade Writing Wall 

 
Note: Space was left for published pieces from each writing unit to be placed alongside 

previous work so the portfolio of work could show students growth over time. 

 
For example, Ms. Nagashima, with over 15 years of teaching experience, 

described how her second-grade students would stand in front of the display board and 

excitedly use pointers to practice reading the words on the board. Once they mastered a 

group of words, there were able to progressively move towards the large beehive. She 

used a display board to celebrate her students’ milestones in learning grade level sight 

words (See Figure 7). She explained:  

 It was 10 honeycombs of five, so that's 50. And to go to the big one, they needed 

15 more to go to 65. So the students they were able to move from one honeycomb 
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to the other one. So they were able to see themselves moving. So of course I had 

my two, three little kids that, that they cannot memorize the words, but they keep 

trying so if they learn five, I celebrated, 'yes, you moved to the five! Or yes, you 

moved to the 10!' so they didn't go to the big one, but they were seeing that they 

were moving a little bit, but they were moving. 

Figure 7 

Display of a Second-Grade Sight Word Bulletin Board  

 
Note: The hives are created so students can see the overall goal as well as track their 

names move from hive to hive as word recognition improves. 

 
Resource to Support Learning 

In order to support academic development, teachers also revealed using display 

boards as a resource to reinforce lesson objectives. Anchor charts, vocabulary words, 

writing strategies, and math materials were among the resources used to support student 

learning. Some materials include pre-manufactured posters, graphics and charts 

purchased from teacher supply stores (See Figure 8).  
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Figure 8 

Display of Commercial Graphics 

 
Note: Example of pre-manufactured classroom display items typically available at 

teacher supply retailers.  

 
Other resources were created by the teacher, or together with the students, during class 

lessons. Seven teachers identified using the boards as a combination of showcased 

learning and an active resource. Ms. Perez’s intentions were to be able to have students 

add to the framework of the board and use their learning to teach others (See Figure 9). 

She explained how students helped to create this resource: 

My thought was, you know, how can I visually display both the words that we're 

learning, plus the process that we're using to figure out what those words 

mean…part of it was process and part of it was product. So we learned migration, 

we learned hibernation, different words. And so for each word that we pulled out 

of the texts, we talked together as a group, how we can figure out what this word 

means. And I had the students illustrate the word and define the word so that each 

morning when we would get ready to read our new book, we would review, right? 

So here's the bulletin board, here are the words that we're learning. And the more 

you see these words, the more you're going to remember what they are. 
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Figure 9 

Display of Vocabulary Wall 

 
Note: The teacher added the vocabulary words to the board while students added 

definitions and visuals.  

Building Community 

In addition to supporting learning, four teachers used display boards to build 

community and promote positive social and emotional development among students. 

They made it a priority to provide space where students could express their identities and 

learn ways to support to one another throughout the year. Ms. Sims found this to be an 

effective way to increase her fifth-grade students’ awareness of growth mindset by 

having them draw and write about themselves as well and see the commonalities among 

classmates. 

We have quotes for growth mindset. So it's like this class is learning from their 

mistakes. This class is being kind to each other. This class is helping each other… 

And this was an activity where we talked about one word that would describe 

you, but it's something that you're still working towards. So some students said 

confidence and then they decorated the front however they wanted to. And then 

when they opened it up, three ways that they're going to try and achieve this goal, 
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so whether it's like having positive affirmations, I'm trying something new every 

day. And that one was I think special to me because that was really them digging 

deep of how they view themselves and sharing it with the class. And you can see 

it with their illustrations on the front of how they decided to decorate it. 

These boards documented the growth process, and students could monitor and reflect on 

goals previously set. These teachers found community building through these displays to 

be an essential component that engaged students on a personal level with hopes of 

promoting inclusivity, and a positive learning environment as the year progressed. 

Ensuring Effectiveness 

The interview data highlighted that teachers were able to gauge the effectiveness 

of their display boards through multiple means. The majority of teachers considered 

display boards effective when students interacted with the content. This was evident to 

them when students approached and referred to the resources on the boards or referenced 

other student’s displayed work, but Ms. Shayestehpour recalled another way in which her 

kindergarten students referenced the content. Her students were using vocabulary words 

from the science display that was a collaborative project from a weather unit:  

I saw two of the kids; one is like rolling under a table and like the other one, you 

know, running. It looks like they're just, it looks like, you know, if the principal 

walked in, I would have to defend myself. But if you listen to what they're saying, 

one of them is saying, I'm the wind and the other one is like, I'm taking shelter 

behind this, you know, so they're really in their own way, you know, in their own 

unique way processing and making sense of and making things from the language 

and from the content that's around, like shelter is one of the bolded words on the 
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poster. So they're using it in their play when the resources are there and I think 

that's effective. 

Seventy percent of teachers determined effectiveness by observing students reference the 

display boards throughout the day. In contrast, some teachers indicated that their display 

boards were perhaps less effective than they would like them to be. Thirteen percent 

found that displays were effective only when they prompted student use. A few of the 

teachers shared that student work was mainly posted for the benefit of parents and 

administrators. Additionally, two teachers remarked that the effectiveness of displays was 

employed by the student’s desire to be celebrated; students would do their best and 

complete an assignment so that it would be displayed. 

 Teachers in this study described using classroom display boards to promote 

student learning in multiple ways. The characteristics of teachers, who used displays to 

promote learning and provide resources, varied greatly across grades, years of 

experience, and ethnicity. On the other hand, three of the four teachers who used display 

boards to build community had taught for less than four years, while the fourth teacher 

was in her seventh year of teaching. 

RQ2: What Resources Do Teachers Use When Creating the Classroom 

Environment?  

The data surrounding resources yielded four major themes around teacher 

resources for classroom displays. With respect to research question two, the most widely 

used resource for teachers was social media, with 61% of teachers used social media 

when creating display boards (See Figure 10). Of these teachers, the majority (57%) used 

Pinterest, followed by Instagram and Facebook (9%). The most popular retail store for 
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teachers was Lakeshore, followed by other retailers such as Target, Ikea, and Dollar Tree, 

among others. Colleagues were also reliable resources for teachers: 35% of teachers 

looked to those they work with for support. Twenty-two percent of teachers use 

professional resources such as Growing Educators1 or The Collaborative Teacher 

Project2, through the Pedagogical Institute of Los Angeles. Lastly, three teachers had 

been provided classroom material resources by their schools.  

Figure 10 

Social Media Use by Years Taught 

Note: The level of social media used by participants varied, in part, by amount of 

experience. 

The Role of Social Media 

Teachers across grade levels used social media platforms in varying degrees: first-

year-teachers and those with twenty or more years of experience used it with the highest 

frequency. Teachers with one to four years of experience used it the least. Sixty-one 

percent of teachers relied on social media as a resource when designing and crafting 

display boards in their classroom, with 52% of teachers using Pinterest as a primary 
                                                
1 Growing Educators is a company that offers educational seminars on holistic teaching. 
2 The Collaborative Teacher Project is a mentorship program for early educators. 
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resource and 9% of teachers each using Instagram and Facebook. Users heralded the 

benefits of these sites: 79% of teachers found them to be reliable sources of information 

because they were teacher-created resources, specifically intended to be shared with, and 

used by, their fellow teachers (See Figures 10-12). 

 Pinterest. The most commonly used site in this study is Pinterest, a visual social 

network in which images and projects are shared among viewers (See Appendix C). 

Teachers browse innumerable photographs that showcase innovative ways of designing 

classrooms. Many teachers expressed using Pinterest often, even daily, and relied on the 

vast array of categories directly related to the needs of teachers. Thirty-one percent of 

users remarked they use Pinterest for the variety of options available on the site. A quick 

search using the word ‘teacher’ generated posts for lesson plans, classroom decor ideas, 

games, activities, books, links to YouTube, organizational ideas, and do-it-yourself crafts, 

among others. Sixty-nine percent of Pinterest users in this study agreed that it was the 

primary source of inspiration when creating classroom display boards. Ms. Kurosaka-

Jost, a Pinterest enthusiast, discussed why it’s a popular source for classroom display 

boards: 

Pinterest is like our best friends these days for anything really. For one, a lot of 

teachers, it's inspired by a lot of teachers as well. A lot of the ideas are borrowed 

from other teachers. And just, and I guess because a lot of people use it they go 

there and a lot of people make like DIY's, like do it yourself things. And also, we 

try to save money when we try to find ideas that are not so expensive. Also I think 

because like I said it's trending, so we try to find what's trending. Things like that. 
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Social media thus allowed teachers to quickly find a multitude of photos and links to 

similar ideas or projects that exponentially increased their ability to find what they were 

looking for.  

Instagram and Facebook. The secondary valuable online resources were 

identified as Facebook and Instagram (See Appendices D and E). These were used with 

much less frequency; only three teachers used these websites. Similar to Pinterest, 

teachers spoke about the volume of visual information that was assessable on these social 

media platforms and repeatedly indicated inspiration as their primary reason for use. 

While two of the three teachers have taught for less than four years, the potential was not 

lost on Ms. Perez, a veteran teacher. She had over twenty years of experience and 

recalled how finding inspiration for her first-grade classroom had changed dramatically 

with the influence of Facebook: 

In the olden days it was so hard to get any little thing that you might need or want 

if you were looking for inspiration…With Facebook I may have hundreds of 

teaching groups. I'm a part of at least 12 different groups and the degree of 

creativity and just inspiring talent that teachers have…Just the exchange of ideas, 

you cannot match it. It's just amazing…For Facebook it's the visual. Sometimes 

it's the little cutesy crafts. Sometimes it's a game that is appropriate for a science 

skill, just real creative stuff. So it's invaluable for me. I feel like with the advent of 

Facebook teaching groups, I'm a better teacher. 

 While all of the teachers were familiar with Pinterest, Instagram, and Facebook, 

39% of teachers did not use them as a resource. Many images found on these social 

media sites depicted color-coordinated, theme-inspired classrooms displaying sundry 
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decor elements. Even among those who used social media as a resource, 36% of users 

wavered in their opinions about using it when creating classroom displays. Although the 

images of classrooms were attractive and exciting, they felt the implementation was at 

times impractical and the appearance could be overwhelming for students. Additionally, 

these model classrooms set unrealistic expectations and detracted from the purpose of 

such displays. Ms. Seinfeld explained that she found the classroom design ideas on these 

platforms to be distracting and detrimental to students’ ability to focus on the task at 

hand. She expressed: 

I hate Pinterest. The way they make classrooms look. It's too cluttered and there's 

too much stuff and it's overwhelming. That's not how I function, and the kids 

can’t function with stuff all over. The reason why I keep my classroom less busy 

is because I don't want students to focus on what is on the wall other than the 

pertinent things that I need to have on the wall per district requirements…So I 

tried to not put posters up that are unnecessary and I only put things up when I'm 

teaching especially for students with who have difficulty sitting still. It just makes 

it harder for them to focus.  

 Seventeen percent of all teachers interviewed, including Ms. Seinfeld, simply 

stated they were not inclined to use social media platforms when creating classroom 

displays. It was notable that the majority of these teachers who did not use social media 

(56%) citied being inspired by the Reggio Emilia approach3 to the classroom 

environment. These teachers aspired to keep things simple and focused in the classroom. 

                                                
3 The Reggio Emilia approach is an educational philosophy and pedagogy focused on preschool and 
primary education. 
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Professional Resources 

Four teachers found design inspiration away from the lens of social media; three 

of them did not use any of the commonly used websites, while Ms. Chambers used 

Pinterest only for project ideas. Instead, these teachers identified using professional 

resources when creating their classroom environment. Ms. Hurtt had begun working with 

the Collaborative Teacher’s Project (CTP) through the Los Angeles Pedagogical Institute 

of Los Angeles4. Mentors from the institute worked with kindergarten teachers at her site 

to create inspiring and creative learning spaces. She explained how this resource 

influenced her approach to her classroom displays: 

The objective of the Collaborative Teaching Project is to train teachers in 

facilitating student centered learning and fostering higher level thinking skills 

through a mix of constructivist, Reggio, Montessori5, and Socratic Seminar6 

methodologies…I just would say it's a little bit more enjoyable to teach in an 

environment where it's like calmer and everything seems a little bit less rushed. I 

think when there's a lot of things on the walls, sometimes you can feel like a little 

bit like go, go, go all the time, than in an environment where there's less things up 

then it just feels slower. You can take your time. Not that you really can when 

you're a teacher, but it sort of gives the illusion that you can. 

 Three teachers named Growing Educators (GE) as an educational resource that 

provided support to their schools. These female teachers all had over 15 years of 

                                                
4 The Pedagogical Institute of Los Angeles is a non-profit organization that mentors early childhood 
educators. 
5 Montessori is a child centered educational approach based on scientific child observations and a 
thoughtfully prepared learning environment. 
6 Socratic Seminars are formal discussions based on texts, in which the leaders ask open-ended questions 
allowing participants to work cooperatively and develop critical discussions bases on multiple perspectives.  
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experience in the classroom and had come to trust GE for their pedagogical beliefs and 

the authentic teaching support they provided, in and out of the classroom. This resource 

provided coaching across curriculum, and in recent years the organization has grown to 

provide support for classroom design. Three teachers interviewed talked about how GE 

has helped them rethink their approach to the classroom environment by taking a holistic 

approach to teaching, including the strategic design of the classroom. Ms. Chambers 

discussed how, after over 20 years of teaching, her approach to classroom display boards 

has evolved in response to learning of the Reggio Emilia approach, which focuses on 

child inquiry and exploration. She reflected upon how this resource inspired her: 

I would work for [Growing Educators] in the summer and teach teachers…They 

were using that [Reggio Emilia] approach a lot in their design works with teachers 

in schools. So I just tried, and I trust them. So I listened to that…the classroom 

should be a place that feels home. 

 Two teachers interviewed focused on mainly using recycled items instead of 

purchasing new supplies. Ms. Sanchez, in her first four years of teaching, received 

classroom supplies from her aunt who was retired from teaching the same year as she 

began her own teaching career. As a result, she purchased very few new items for her 

classroom. Ms. Seinfeld, with over ten years of experience, recycled items that teachers 

had been discarded at the end of every year. She was surprised to discover that teachers 

usually chose a new theme every year and discarded perfectly usable materials at the end 

of each year. She decided to cut her own expenses and save time she would have used 

shopping; she chose an environmentally friendly approach and simply recycled supplies.  
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Retail and Online Educational Stores 

Educational supply stores that cater to teachers and their classrooms offer an 

assortment of materials to create display boards such as bulletin board paper, border, and 

accent decor. Also available were didactic materials including posters, charts, 

organizational tools, books, furniture and related items. The most widely patronized 

retail, and online vendor, was Lakeshore Learning Store. Sixty-four percent of teachers 

who shopped at Lakeshore made all their purchases with the specialty retailer. Thirty-

nine percent of teachers purchased items at other retail stores. Three teachers shopped at 

Lakeshore in addition to other stores. Eighty-nine percent of those who shopped at other 

stores in addition to Lakeshore had taught for less than nine-years, and all but one were 

between the ages of 24 and 34 years. 

Lakeshore Learning Store. Forty-eight percent of those interviewed purchased 

materials from Lakeshore. Seventy-five percent of first-grade teachers, but only 33% of 

fifth-grade teachers obtain their materials from this supplier. None of the kindergarten 

teachers used this retailer as a resource for their classrooms. Seventy-five percent of these 

kindergarten teachers were under the age of 25. Teachers between the ages of 45 and 54 

years had the highest percentage of Lakeshore patronage. Two groups did not purchase 

any material from Lakeshore: those between the ages of 18 and 24 years and teachers 

who were 55 years and older (See Table 5).  

 As expected, teachers shopped at educational supply stores, and Lakeshore was 

found to be a reliable source of goods because it catered to the needs of teachers and 

carried a wide variety of classroom decor and teacher supplies. The crowds of teachers 

regularly found shopping before the school year began seemed to confirm this. Many 
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were unaware of any other store besides Lakeshore that offered such a wide variety of 

supplies for the classroom. Teachers noted that they knew Lakeshore would have 

supplies that were not available through other resources.  

Other Retailers. While teachers were drawn to the one-stop-shop store, the cost 

of the merchandise seemed prohibitive to some. Many acknowledged the reliability of 

Lakeshore but were dissuaded by their higher prices. Four of the 11 teachers that shopped 

at Lakeshore mentioned their high prices, and along with five others, chose to also 

purchase items through the online retailer Amazon. They also shopped at retails stores 

such as CM School Supply, Target, Dollar Tree, and Ikea, along with craft stores such as 

Michael’s. Many of these stores carry teacher supplies during the months prior to the start 

of the school year, and often at much lower price points than Lakeshore.  

Colleagues as a Resource 

Ten teachers relied on colleagues as a resource when creating display boards for 

their classrooms. These teachers came from a wide range of grades, ages, and ethnicities. 

One hundred percent of male teachers were among this group and 90% of these teachers 

had taught for less than nine years. Colleagues were identified as a reliable source of 

inspiration and support for fellow teachers due to their experience in the classroom.  

Student Mentors. One of the ways in which teachers were able to take advantage 

of this opportunity was through student teaching. Some of the current teachers recalled 

learning from their mentor teachers when enrolled in teacher education programs. In 

addition to learning about becoming teachers from their programs, they had the 

opportunity to learn from veteran teachers who shared their experiences and provided 

helpful classroom strategies. Ms. Cobb followed a pedagogy that was collective among 
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colleagues, as well as those she went to school with. She shared how these resources 

helped shape the aesthetics she applied in her classroom: 

When I joined their faculty, they were very welcoming, very open in their 

classrooms. And so I got a chance to see a lot of their classrooms and kind of see 

sort of what they had been doing. And there's a pretty strong group of us at that 

school who have all gone to the same teacher education program. So I'm sure that 

has had something to do with it, in a lot of ways the same sort of calm classroom 

centered ideas, so I guess it was a combination of that, but then also the other 

teachers at my particular school site. 

While student teaching, these novice teachers were able to learn best teaching practices, 

as well as develop an understanding of classroom set-up while observing and engaging 

with these mentors. 

Coworkers. Working in a school environment, teachers had the luxury of being 

surrounded by teachers with vast experience. Teachers visited other classrooms to 

observe trends, techniques, and methods of classroom displays. Attending meetings and 

trainings in colleagues’ classrooms provided opportunities to observe a variety of 

classroom environments. In the fall, they commonly visited other teachers whose 

classrooms they admired and continued to exchange ideas as classrooms took shape. 

These coworkers had shared experiences relating to the expectations of their schools and 

felt welcomed in the classrooms of others, whether or not they knew each other well. 

RQ3: What Are the Challenges of Creating Classroom Displays? 

 When asked about the challenges in creating classroom displays, two expected 

themes rose to the top. In regard to research question three, nearly three-fourths of 
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teachers reported being concerned by either the available space in the classroom or the 

time that it took to create bulletin board displays. Forty eight percent of teachers were 

confronted by limited wall space and large numbers of students, which, in conjunction, 

made it difficult to plan out and display necessary materials. An equal proportion of 

teachers were astonished by the time it took to create display boards.  

 To a lesser degree, various other challenges were noted. The cost of creating these 

bulletin boards was a concern shared by four females with varying teaching experiences. 

Three teachers commented on the tedious undertaking of creating display boards, while 

three other teachers, all within their first four-years of teaching, found it difficult to 

update display boards throughout the year. Thirty-three percent of teachers, all with less 

than nine years of experience, questioned whether their display boards were actually a 

distraction instead of the intended purpose of acting as a resource. Two teachers were 

concerned with their students’ ability to actually see the materials posted since not all 

materials were visible from their seats. Not knowing if the resource material provided a 

sufficient amount of support without being confusing troubled two teachers with less than 

two years of experience.   

Lack of Space 

Almost half of all teachers indicated that constraints of physical space were a 

challenge when planning for and implementing classroom display boards. With a finite 

amount of wall space and a varying number of students from year to year, teachers found 

it difficult to create bulletin boards with enough space for equal representation. 

Moreover, teachers commonly created one display board for each subject and updated 

them with student work and resources as units progressed. Due to limited space, it was 
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necessary to regularly remove recently completed student work and replace them with 

resources from current units.  

 Teachers expressed their frustration in trying to fit all their students’ work on the 

display boards; the lack of space made it harder to display things in a way that was neat 

and easily visible. With class sizes often hovering around 30 students, this was especially 

difficult. Two teachers were concerned by the visibility of displays and worried about the 

lack of space for student work. Once of them, Ms. Espinoza, shared her frustration: 

Initially I was going to have math here [referring to a wall in her classroom] and 

then I was going to have English reading and Spanish reading together. But then it 

didn't turn out that way because I also wanted to display student work. So it's like, 

where am I going to display the student work? Because that's important to me too. 

The students were so proud of their work, those aren't just posters. That's our 

work on there. So I think that I was like, where am I going to have more space? 

So then as a result I had to take science and put science somewhere else, you 

know, make space for that. So, and I think the reason why space is important to 

me is because, like I said, I don't want it to be jumbled up and I want students to 

be able to have access to see what might be important to them in terms of like the 

anchor chart we created or in terms of if families come in and then they want to 

see their student work. I want them to be able to have access to reach it and take it 

down and look through it. 

 The lack of space forced teachers to compromise and use some display boards in 

an abbreviated form. It was necessary to evaluate what took precedence between 

competing texts or visuals, and it frequently came down to choosing between student 
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work and teacher resources. Many teachers had difficulty choosing between displaying 

student work and charts, learning materials, and other academic resources. Another 

challenge was posting a sufficient amount of resources for students to use without 

becoming overwhelming or distracting them.  

Displays Take Time to Execute 

Another challenge was the time it took to create display boards. Teachers stated 

that creating displays took time and patience, and 48% of teachers cited time as a major 

challenge in creating displays. Some teachers made slight changes from the previous year 

by simply replacing borders or slightly adjusting the decor. Others pursued decorative 

themes or color combinations that were a complete departure from the previous year. The 

implementation itself posed many challenges depending on the classroom; cement walls 

took extra time to ensure adherence, high ceilings required locating ladders and repeated 

ascensions, cutting and unrolling paper and borders to mount with staples were all time-

consuming tasks. Teachers were confronted by a multitude of challenges, each specific to 

their own classrooms’ physical limitations. Ms. Nagashima recounted her stressful 

experience creating displays: 

You know, just to cover those closets, [sighs], 8 big panel closets, took me 4-5 

hours with someone helping me. It’s tedious! You have to cut the butcher paper, 

then you have like three colors, then you have to fold them and then you have to 

measure it and you have to cut it, then I use a staple gun but its tedious and every 

year I think about it and oh my gosh, that is the most difficult thing. The bulletin 

boards on the walls are easier, but the ones that give me a challenge are the ones 

at the top of the walls. I use the tables and chairs to reach, but no accidents so far, 
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but it’s not easy. But the most challenging is the big closet doors. I imagine in the 

new classrooms it’s so easy. All the [corkboard] walls you can just push pins into. 

Teachers routinely created the majority of their displays before the academic year 

began, although they continued to update and make changes throughout the year. 

Creating or updating display boards usually required students to be out of the classroom, 

and therefore typically had to be done before or after school hours, which often added 

time to their day. Many teachers found themselves searching for extra time to update, 

change, and complete unfinished displays. Faculty meetings, reviewing student work, 

creating lesson plans, as well as updating displays were in direct competition for their 

time. Trying to work on displays before and after school proved to be difficult, as shared 

by Ms. Kurosaka-Jost: 

I have everybody finished, like I have a couple of kids who are absent, then their 

work isn't up and it throws it off. And do I have them finish? Do I add it to the, to 

the wall? Like, because at that point I've already finished my job and I've got a 

million other things I have to do. Do I follow through or do I just let it slide? It’s 

things like that. 

Helpful or Hindering? 

In addition to space and time, teachers revealed not being confident about whether 

the content or placement of the displays were actually as beneficial to students’ learning 

as intended. Teachers understood the importance of displaying student work, but they 

were uncertain about its presumed effect on student learning. Teachers also battled with 

adding material to their already crowded walls or not having resources visible for student 
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use. Mr. Harris talked about his concern when putting up vocabulary words on a display 

board; he stopped when he realized it looked cluttered:  

So each of those words are on there. And as I was putting them up, I started to 

realize that it looks so, so opposite of what I wanted in my classroom. There's 

just, the wall is pretty big and there's just a card for each vocabulary word and it 

looks a little bit overwhelming for myself, so I can just imagine what it's like for 

my students. 

Ultimately, he continued the word wall despite his concern because he wanted to ensure 

the students had these words displayed as a resource. With limited space, Mr. Gumpert 

wondered if his students could even see their work as it was posted high above their eye 

level. These teachers were concerned that their well-intentioned displays might impede 

student learning.  

 A few teachers shared their frustration in not knowing if the aesthetic value of the 

display boards helped to create a more effective learning environment. Although they 

tried to create simple displays that would not be too stimulating, they could not be sure it 

would inhibit students’ propensity to be distracted. The uncertainty of the color, design, 

and the board’s ability to support student learning was Mr. Gumpert’s concern: 

Having relevant information or things like, things that have actually proven 

scientifically or you know, that they actually help students learn. So you know, a 

lot of the stuff you put up on the wall, you, you hope that, okay, this is going to be 

helpful and that they're going to, it's going to help them learn, but you don't really 

know until you know, until you actually start teaching. I mean, I've never done a 

study. I've never actually started with like a red wall, you know, for a month or 



	

 53 

two to see how they're feeling and then change it up two months later and then 

track the progress to see if there's a difference. I've never done that. So I've only 

gone off the studies that I've read and I'm just, and I just have my putting faith in 

science I guess, and that the science is backed up. I don't know, other than that, 

it's just anecdotal. 

 The delicate balance of crafting bulletin boards challenged teachers; they wanted 

to provide resources in a manner that stimulated students but in a way that would not be 

overwhelming or inhibit focused attention. 

Cost 

Teachers commonly spent their own money purchasing materials to decorate their 

classrooms. Four of them talked about the cost of creating classroom displays and other 

materials commonly purchased by teachers. They referenced the high cost of supplies at 

Lakeshore, but also the lack of funding from their schools. Many teachers shopped at 

discount stores but found themselves shopping at multiple stores just to acquire the 

amount of supplies they needed. Mr. Gumpert explained his discontent in having to pay 

for supplies for the last nine years: 

At some point you're just like, you know what, the school is not going to provide 

this for me and it's coming out of my own pockets. I've been teaching for nine 

years now. It's sort of like you have to just do the best of what you can and oh, I'd 

love to spend more money and get like a fantastic bulletin board. You know, 

economically, it just doesn't seem feasible to me and I'm just, I'm tired of 

spending my money and not getting back anything, you know, so (laughs) I don't 

want to seem like pessimistic or like apathetic, but years and years of putting your 



	

 54 

own money up and then you get nothing in return. So I mean, obviously you do it 

for the kids, right? 

  Teachers described putting much of their time and effort into creating inviting 

learning environments for their students. They were confronted by limited spaces and 

challenged by the expectation to accommodate both curricular resources and student 

work on classroom display boards. Furthermore, they were expected to accomplish these 

tasks when students were not in the classroom. Teachers used their own time to complete 

lengthy and sometimes precarious tasks. Ladders, tables and chairs were needed to reach 

expansive areas created to accommodate classes with large numbers of students. Teachers 

often used their own money to purchase costly items including bulletin board paper, 

decorative borders, and decor items, which they felt were necessary to ensure students 

felt like an integral part of the classroom learning community. The demands placed on 

teachers sometimes left them questioning the purpose behind the high volume of items to 

be displayed, while others questioned the effectiveness.  

Evaluation of Most and Least Appropriate Classrooms for Learning 

 In the photo elicitation portion of the interviews, teachers revisited the themes 

from the primary findings. In reacting verbally to photographs of three distinct 

classrooms, teachers revealed additional information around their beliefs and their 

approach to classroom displays. The majority of teachers, 52%, chose Classroom B, the 

moderately decorated classroom, as most appropriate for student learning. An even larger 

majority, 83%, chose Classroom A, the highly decorated classroom, as least appropriate. 
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Teachers Perceived Moderately Decorated Classrooms to be Most Appropriate for 

Learning 

 Twelve teachers chose classroom B, characterized by a moderate amount of color 

and decor as the environment, as most appropriate for learning. Teachers who chose this 

classroom spanned equally across grade levels. Sixty-seven percent of teachers were 

between the ages of 25 and 34. Eight out of twelve teachers had taught between two and 

nine years. These teachers characterized the classroom as a calm, relaxing, neutral 

environment that was not distracting or overwhelming, but instead well-balanced and 

inviting.  

Color and Design 

The color and design of the classroom elicited engagement, according to 42% of 

the teachers. It was a source of beauty and an enjoyable space for both the students and 

the teacher. Ten of the 12 teachers found the combination of blue and green walls to be a 

positive attribute. This made sense, as these teachers had previously described intentions 

of creating a neutral, calm classroom aesthetic in their own classrooms, and many noted 

using similar colors. Participants were quick to comment on the aesthetic value, crediting 

the color scheme of Classroom B as having a calming, cozy, and inviting feel. Ms. 

Sanchez commented that the space made her feel like she could take a deep breath and 

just relax. Other respondents described the color and design as creating a calm, pleasant 

atmosphere. The overall comments on color highlighted the pleasant, neutral environment 

that was inviting but not overwhelming. Ms. Espinoza reiterated what many teachers had 

described: 
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I think it's a good balance actually. And I like that the color scheme is like pretty 

much two colors, so it's not all over the place. It's just these two colors that kind 

of take over. And then even just kind of like, there's still a lot of like natural wall 

space. And I think that that kind of still letting like the rest of the classroom shine 

through and then just have like this blue and this green, which I think is, could be 

like the sky and grass, something that's still really you could still really tie it to 

like the outside or nature. So I do like, I do like this classroom. 

Many teachers who associated their approach with the Reggio Emilia philosophy 

discussed their intentions of designing a space with neutral colors, and a calming 

environment. Mr. Hyman also discussed being heavily influenced by his prior school 

where classrooms were inspired by the Reggio Emilia philosophy. He shared wanting to 

continue to follow this pedagogy, although his description of his Reggio-influenced 

classroom departed from Reggio Emilia’s aesthetic values: 

I guess overall all of my bulletin boards in my room have the same theme. This 

year it was kind of like galaxies and stars. And so the border is like constellations 

and then the paper itself is like a dark purple with a white representing stars. And 

so I chose that paper because I wanted something more unified. I also like to do 

more simple displays with more, not necessarily neutral colors, but just colors that 

are more, I like to stay away from neon and things that are like really kind of like 

in your face. I have a social studies one right now where it's the cosmic theme and 

then there's just black pieces of paper that are kind of like the frame of whatever 

work I put up. And so I guess when I approach a bulletin board visually, I want it 
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to be kind of a calming, soothing, something for them to look at, that doesn't 

distract them. 

Two teachers found the colors less than appealing; Ms. Sims described the shade of blue 

as a bit bland, but overall found the environment appealing, while Ms. Bang commented 

that the colors were calm and cool, but a little too plain. Both of these teachers 

acknowledged that while they try to create a neutral environment, they like to add pops of 

color to add interest. While Ms. Bang relied on Pinterest to help create interest, Ms. Sims 

was a staunch supporter of Lakeshore and their coordinating materials (See Figure 13): 

Every year I asked my family to give me Lakeshore gift cards for my birthday and 

holidays so I can splurge at the beginning of the school year to buy everything I 

need! I find the theme I want and then I buy every single thing they have that goes 

with it. They have calendars, nameplates, borders and the jobs chart…So I don’t 

have to worry that I’m missing anything, it will coordinate, and my classroom 

will have everything that we’ll need. I won’t have to go looking all over for stuff 

and I can just get ready for the kids. 

Figure 11 

Lakeshore Bulletin Board Display Set 
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Note: An example of the components of the pre-made bulletin board graphics that are 

popular due to their coordinating set of products. 

 
Volume  

According to participants, the moderate amount of decor on the walls provided a 

balance that didn’t make the environment feel cluttered or busy. This paralleled many 

teachers’ design philosophy, as 78% of participants discussed intentionally trying to 

create a classroom environment with minimal distractions. This suggests that teachers 

believed the visual aspects could affect students’ ability to pay attention and made efforts 

to curb this. Some participants had this approach at the onset and mindfully created 

displays that were minimalistic by design. Ms. Cobb was clear in her intentions with 

classroom design: 

I very much believe in a classroom that is not visually distracting. I think a lot of 

times I've seen teachers get really excited to put things up and I appreciate that. 

But for me, I wanted to make sure that the classroom was a calm place first, and a 

stimulating place second. I knew that teaching in a Title I school my kids have a 

lot of other things to focus on than the facility and things on the walls. So we 

really started with just baseline black and white [display boards]. 

The available resources in the room appeared engaging according to fifty-eight percent of 

teachers. Participants pointed out that Classroom B had an appropriate amount of 

resources that students needed to have readily available. This was an important aspect of 

the classroom for teachers. In the first part of the interview, almost half of all teachers 

said that their display boards were used as a resource. Moreover, teachers were quick to 

note that the resources on the walls were purposeful; the materials were academically 



	

 59 

pertinent and not merely decorative fluff. Seventy-five percent of teachers indicated that 

the resources in the classroom provided structure and were easily accessible for students 

without being a distraction. The classroom was commonly described among teachers as a 

nice “middle ground” compared to Classrooms A and C. Mr. Harris, whose display 

boards are used as a resource, explained the importance: 

It's very calming and it's not so busy or it doesn't seem so cluttered. And I feel like 

an organized classroom helps an organized brain. So I feel students know 

automatically where to look for resources they need without distractions from 

really bright colors or things. So I feel like that, this classroom, it will, in my 

opinion, help students focus a lot more. 

Comments that identified the classroom’s decor as suitable for learning, but without 

being a distraction, implied that the number of items displayed may impact students’ 

ability to access resources without hindering their focus on the task at hand. 

Organization 

The organized appearance of the room drew teachers’ attention to the array of 

resources on the walls and around the classroom. The way the classroom was set up made 

it easy to find things and provided space for working. According to teachers, the layout 

and organization of the classroom felt purposeful, and the flexible seating was important 

for students who needed to move around. Participants noted that the tables and the 

bouncy yoga balls would initiate student participation. One teacher identified the space 

proximate to the board as an appealing aspect of the classroom. 
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Teachers Believed Changing the Visual Displays in a Classroom Could Create a 

More Accessible Environment 

 Teachers had a few suggestions for increasing the accessibility of this classroom. 

Three teachers suggested adding more student work to the bulletin boards to make it feel 

like the students were present and an important part of the environment. Earlier in the 

interview, these same three teachers had noted that they use their display boards to 

display student work. Bringing resources down to eye level was another suggestion by 

three teachers between the ages of 25 and 34 years. They felt that students would not be 

able to visibly access and utilize the resources where they were currently placed. 

  A novice teacher and a teacher with over 20 years of experience noted that the 

headings for the display boards could be more prominent for students to know what 

content was being displayed. Other suggestions were to add plants to enhance the beauty 

of the classroom and include organizational spaces. Three teachers considered the 

classroom to be completely accessible. 

Challenges 

Teachers were asked to think of what challenges a classroom such as this one 

would pose. In general, most felt that this classroom was well-balanced and overall 

appropriately designed. One-third said that the space looked good as it was and had 

nothing to add. Two teachers with varying degrees of experience felt that having realia in 

the classroom could be a major challenge. If expectations were not clearly outlined in the 

beginning, it could have turned into a messy experience, especially in the younger grades. 

Other challenges included having to update the boards to reflect current units of study, 

needing clearer delineation of space between display boards, having too many boards that 
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were spread out too far from each other, organizing the spaces, and maintaining the 

engagement factor of the environment, so that students don’t become bored. 

Teachers Perceived Highly Decorated Classrooms to be Least Appropriate for 

Learning 

Color and Design 

Eighty-three percent of teachers found Classroom A, the heavily decorated 

classroom, least appropriate for learning. This was true even though 95% of those same 

teachers positively described the classroom as “pretty,” “cute,” “happy,” “warm,” 

“welcoming,” “beautiful,” and visually pleasing. Sixty-three percent described the 

classroom environment as bright and colorful, and 42% of those teachers believed it was 

an overabundance of bright colors. Contradictory statements were clarified by comments 

such as this one by Ms. Cuervo as she describes how the style of her classroom has 

changed over her 12 years of teaching: 

I feel like in the beginning I was very much very gung-ho about making it all 

really colorful, making pretty much like everything needed to have, like every 

wall needed to have something up so that the kids can reference. But I think as the 

years went on, I just got the sense that sometimes it was too much…I think when 

I first started it was like, Oh, the more things I have on the wall, it looks like I'm 

doing more. But especially with kids, you know what I mean? Like just 

information overload and just too much stimulus can cause them to like not know 

where to focus. 

Three teachers shared the same sentiment even though their experience varied greatly. 

All three participants commented that they had one perception of what the classroom 
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should look like before they started teaching, then realized some time after that a 

different approach was more appropriate. The abundance of decor felt particularly 

excessive to three participants. Two of these teachers, both over 55 years old, scoffed at 

the overall presentation of Classroom A. They described it as a “nightmare” and lamented 

that this had become a typical representation of teachers’ aspirations. Ms. Chambers 

described her annoyance in how commonplace this type of classroom decor has become: 

It's just so noisy and it just feels like, it's very, my bet is that a lot of teachers 

would say that's their favorite…Like that's way too Pinteresty for me. The culture 

of our profession is one that would look at that and go, ‘Oh my, that's just 

amazing and I want to make my classroom look just like that.’ And to me it has 

such a flavor of this is somebody's idea of what it should look like and you're 

walking in and it, I don't know, it just makes my stomach churn even though it's 

really cute and pretty and visually pleasing in terms of the colors and I love things 

that hang down from the ceiling that bring that ceiling a little lower. But that 

could also be like a really cool stick or a piece of driftwood or something, you 

know, that invites kids to be more curious and more content connected to nature. I 

guess that's a big part of it too, is this is just like in-your-face color and any child 

that's feeling overwhelmed or any kind of child with sensory processing issues, 

this would be a nightmare. 

 Six teachers described the classroom’s atmosphere as a playful, fun environment. 

Four of those respondents were all under the age of 34 and had taught for less than four 

years. The room was likened to a party or celebration, which made some teachers pause 

and reflect upon the effect it would have on students. Ms. Cobb commented, “While it 



	

 63 

looks like a fun birthday party, teachers don’t teach at a birthday party, and I wonder how 

that would play out throughout the year.” 

 As teachers reflected upon the appropriateness of the classroom visual 

environments, many began to unpack the influence of social media and its effect on the 

changing culture of classrooms and visual display boards. The advent of social media has 

created a wave of shared information, and teachers and their classrooms did not escape 

the influence of this powerful expansion of ideas. Although social media websites 

provide an abundance of inspiration, teachers implied that it has also created a culture of 

highly decorative classrooms that seemed to focus on fashion rather than function. These 

associations were initiated when discussing color and design, but continued on as 

teachers considered the volume of classroom decor.  

Volume 

While the majority of those interviewed found the classroom visually appealing, 

the abundance of decor prompted teachers to question the intention, purpose, and the 

effect that Classroom A would have on students. As Ms. Cuervo attempted to describe 

her thoughts on color and design, she repeatedly stopped to question the teacher’s intent: 

It's very pretty and Pinteresty, the colors are all organized in terms of like a 

rainbow theme, but I feel like for a majority, I mean, I guess maybe like the 

majority of the students wouldn't, would be fine with it, but I think there'd 

definitely be a handful of students who would be like, this is, this is too 

overwhelming…The lanterns. Like what, what's the purpose of the lanterns, first 

of all? You know, the banners are beautiful, but like what's the purpose of 

everything? Like color? I feel like color is, there's a little bit too much color, but I 
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think, yeah, I think there's just too much going on. Again, it’s very pretty. I think 

any student walking into this room initially would be super excited, but what is 

the purpose of everything that's in that room? 

Eighteen out of 19 teachers insisted that there was too much decor and it was too busy. 

Overall, 84% of respondents felt the classroom was distracting, overwhelming, and 

would be overstimulating for students. The colorful paper lanterns and bunting were 

excessive according to 58% of the teachers, and, moreover, they questioned the purpose. 

In general, 32% felt that much of the decor displayed was meaningless and lacked 

purpose. Eighty-four percent pointed out that the abundance of decor created a dearth of 

space for resources and student work. Despite the attractiveness, five teachers from both 

ends of the experience spectrum explained that the amount and kind of decor consumed 

the environment and took ownership away from students. It not only lacked space for 

student work and resources, but stifled students’ curiosity and sense of expression. Ms. 

Shayestehpour voiced her apprehensions: 

I personally...nothing against, you know, whoever made this class, [Classroom A] 

I feel like is, like kind of fits into a motif of like Pinterest, Instagram classrooms 

that adults are really proud to show off, because they're color coordinated and 

they look fun and bright but I think in terms of, I mean I can see it going both 

ways. I'm sure, you know, as a student coming into that space, if I were a kid, I 

would feel very care for and that everything is so, like clearly so much effort went 

into designing the space for me to be there. On the other hand, I feel like it doesn't 

leave a lot of breathing space, for student expression because the whole room's 
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been expressed already. I would feel like a participant, like as a student, I feel like 

it sets up students to be participants as opposed to creators. 

 Three teachers brought up the fact that creating such an elaborate classroom 

environment would also be costly, while 26% pointed out that a task of this magnitude 

would require a lot of time, effort, and would be challenging to maintain. 

Engagement 

The level of engagement in Classroom A was directly related to the aesthetic 

value. Seventy-four percent attributed engagement to the bright colors that were used to 

decorate the classroom. Another 74% gave credit to the various decor items on the walls, 

windows, ceiling, and throughout the room. The fun, colorful, stimulating design of the 

classroom appeared to elicit engagement for 42% of teachers. Mr. Hymon looked at the 

classroom objectively and shared how the teacher of the classroom might have intended 

engagement:  

I think the way that I would describe the displays is fun. And so I feel like 

students would be engaged by kind of the disruption of what school typically is, 

right? Which is like kind of everything neat and orderly. And there's something 

about like the banners, some of the windows with their work below it. That's kind 

of a more fun way to present their work back to them. I think maybe they might 

get more student engagement out of choosing to do it this way. 

Ms. Do took a slightly different approach in describing how the design and decor would 

elicit engagement: 

I feel like they [students] would they be staring at those balls [hanging lanterns] 

all day. You know, and I feel like if you notice, look at her desks, how she has 
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those little flower magnets, do you see those flower magnets? Like I feel like that 

would just be like a fidgeter’s nightmare. You know, I mean it's, I visually love 

looking at it cause I love looking at the details of, room design. But you know, I 

feel like for a kid, where would your eyes rest? 

 Teachers agreed that the design, color and sheer volume of decor elicited 

engagement, but questioned whether the type and level of engagement would ultimately 

be beneficial for student learning.  

Benefits 

As most of the teachers noted, much time, money and effort go into creating a 

classroom environment such as this one. When asked about the benefits, almost half of 

the teacher indicated that the classroom teacher would be the beneficiary. Ms. Ok 

commented that this teacher would have “bragging rights” for such an elaborately 

decorated classroom. Ms. Perez agreed, and added that teachers are coming to a 

realization about their classrooms: 

The teacher [benefits]. I think more so in the past maybe five or six years since 

Pinterest became a real thing, teachers are just realizing, you know, I'm spending 

half my life in my classroom and I need to feel good and safe and comfortable and 

happy. And so we're spending a lot more of our own money to make it feel like a 

place we want to go to everyday. So I think that that's an important component 

that teacher's comfort in her classroom is going to impact her job performance. 

 Others who benefit from the classroom are the students. Thirty-two percent 

trusted that this would be a fun and exciting environment for the students. Twenty-one 

percent projected that students would feel loved and cared for by their teacher when they 
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saw their classroom, and 5% believed student excitement would lead to engagement. 

Eleven percent felt that parents would benefit; they relate the teacher’s dedication to the 

classroom to how much she cared for the students.  

Summary 

 In summary, participants reported primarily using classroom displays to showcase 

student work and to support continuous learning. Interviews revealed that they are 

influenced by social media sites and teacher supply stores that appeal to their sense of 

dedication as teachers, and that they also rely on their colleagues and the experience of 

other teachers for guidance and inspiration. The two main challenges in creating 

classroom displays were having adequate space and sufficient time to carry out the tasks. 

They perceive classrooms with moderate color and decor to be aesthetically pleasing and 

balanced environments, most appropriate for learning.  
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CHAPTER FIVE: DISCUSSION 

            Empirical studies that examine visual displays in elementary classrooms and their 

effect on student learning are limited. Although limited, existing research suggests that 

color and visual clutter may negatively affect students’ emotions and their ability to pay 

attention (AL‐Ayash et al., 2016; Barrett et al., 2015; Boyatzis & Varghese, 1994; Hanley 

et al., 2017; Pagani et al., 2012; Fisher et al., 2014; Rodrigues and Pandeirada, 2018; 

Stern-Ellran et al., 2016; Zentner, 2001). These studies posit that aspects of the visual 

environment adversely impacts student learning and therefore merits further exploration. 

This study explored teachers’ understanding about classroom displays, how this 

understanding impacts implementation, and its relationship to student learning. Equally 

important was determining the resources teachers use, the reasons behind their perceived 

effectiveness, and the challenges teachers faced in the display process. Through open-

ended interviews, I gathered data that illuminated teachers’ perceptions of a meaningful 

classroom environment. This information helped clarify what shaped their understanding 

and what ultimately drove their praxes. 

Two primary sets of findings emerged from the teacher interviews and 

contributed to the limited body of research available. The first set of findings were drawn 

from participants’ responses to the interview questions. The following themes emerged 

around displays: they were used to foster a supportive environment; create a safe space; 

and engage students without becoming a distraction; and the lack of guidance, as well as 

space and time, affected implementation. The second set of findings, generated by the 

photo elicitation activity, resulted in themes around teachers’ perception of displays: 

teachers as reflective practitioners, pedagogical differences, and external evaluation. 



	

 69 

In this chapter, I will first reflect upon the significance of these results, and then 

note the strengths and limitations inherent in the study and related recommendations for 

future research and practice. 

Significance of Themes 

Classrooms as a Valued Asset 

 Interviews with teachers revealed that they viewed the classroom environment as 

an important part of the academic experience; classroom display boards were used to 

support student learning, provide resources, and build community. Teachers described 

using recommendations from social media websites, teacher supply stores, and colleagues 

more often than research-based practices to design their classroom environment, and, as a 

consequence, the purpose of some applications was elusive. Space and time were cited as 

the biggest challenges, which indicates that teachers could benefit from learning how to 

maximize their learning spaces to avoid clutter and minimize unnecessary distractions. 

Fostering a Supportive Environment 

 This study supports the previous findings by Barrett et al. (2015), finding that 

displays of student work aid in personalizing the classroom and providing ownership, 

which may support student learning. The findings of this study showed that participants 

believed that learning involves much more than just acquiring curricular knowledge; they 

asserted that the student’s emotional and social development was fundamental to their 

overall well-being and made efforts to support the needs of the whole child. Teachers 

across grade levels prioritized placing student work on display as an indication of 

learning that took place in the classroom, and over half of the teachers used displays to 

encourage students by highlighting their work. Teachers believed that these practices 



	

 70 

were validated as productive means of support when students referred to, interacted with, 

or showed knowledge of the bulletin board content. Ms. Kurosaka-Jost explained that 

students took the opportunity to observe the practices of others and learn from them: 

I definitely had kids going up and making comments like, “Oh, I saw Joseph, he 

used his counters and drew them on his paper when he was subtracting.” 

Especially when I was passing out materials, I could see them looking up and be 

like, Oh, that's a really good idea. Or things like that. 

 This teacher demonstrates an awareness of the impact the displays had on her 

students. Unfortunately, not all participants could be sure if, or how, their students were 

applying the content used in the displays. They indicated students looked at the displays 

but could not be sure students actually used the displayed content to leverage their current 

assignments. While the objective for many was to foster a supportive environment, 

consideration of how students will engage with displays is an essential element that 

should not be overlooked. 

 Teachers presumed that when displays were personalized with student work, 

students would see themselves as part of a learning community, providing an incentive 

for engagement. They expressed that students were not simply observers, but valued 

contributors. Some participants shared that students were inspired to contribute to the 

space and took part in the collaborative learning process. Teachers created opportunities 

for students to participate in the creation of displays with the intended purpose of 

promoting positive social and emotional development, supporting Maxwell and 

Chmielewski’s (2008) research on children’s self-esteem.  
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 While many teachers indicated that creating displays in collaboration with 

students encouraged positive social and emotional development, the majority of teachers 

indicated that themes, colors, and implementation of the displays in the classroom were 

created before the school year began, highlighting the absence of student collaboration. 

Many participants remarked that they fashioned their displays based on colors and 

designs that they preferred. Once classroom displays were created, students were invited 

to add to these existing displays. Ms. Cuervo discussed the challenging yet important task 

of co-creating displays with students: 

I think as teachers, we sometimes have like a little OCD; we’re a little Type-A 

and we take control of deciding. If I'm deciding what it looks like, then it's mine. 

It's not theirs anymore. And I think it's really important. It literally took me nine 

years of teaching to finally come to the realization that I needed to let go of the 

control. So in the past what I've done is I'd go to Lakeshore and I buy all this like 

really pretty trim and all that, but the last I would say two or three years I've tried 

to steer away from that. Now what I end up doing is just using sky blue butcher 

paper. What I did for the border was I had just sentence strips that I had the kids 

design and decorate and then that ended up being the border. So it didn't match 

per se, but the kids had contributed to the decor and the look of the classroom. 

And it wasn't as pretty, but it felt more us and it felt like you're walking into a 

classroom that was created by the students, not for the students. 

Ms. Cuervo noted that the goal of this process was have a space created by students; she 

wanted them to feel comfortable in the classroom surrounded by the ideas that they 

shared. Student-created borders and decor involves risk-taking on the students’ part, but 
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felt more personalized and would ideally lead to a collaborative classroom community. 

This process requires teachers to allow classroom displays to develop in the process of 

learning, allowing for student expression, ownership, and a more equal partnership in 

determining the classroom visual environment. 

Creating a Safe Space 

Teachers’ understanding of the value of the classroom to its students emerged as a 

theme during the interview. Many teachers understood that for some low-income 

students, the classroom might have been the only place where they had their own space 

with their own supplies. Participants recognized that some students might not have their 

own rooms at home, or even a space that encourages them academically, and therefore 

wanted to create an environment that would help to encourage learning by supporting 

students, both socially and emotionally.  

This provides insight to teachers’ awareness of the socioeconomic factors that 

may negatively impact students and their performance in an academic setting. 

Participants addressed this by embedding social and emotional support within classroom 

displays by personalizing them with students’ photographs and work. Many teachers 

noted that it was important to create an environment that promoted inclusiveness, 

especially in schools serving students of low socioeconomic status. Teachers believed 

this practice conveyed positive emotions connected to the classroom, and trusted that 

these types of displays positively impacted students’ sense of confidence, belonging, and 

overall well-being. They attempted to create classrooms in which students saw 

themselves as valued members of a learning community.  
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However, these fixed assumptions based on socioeconomic status may also 

falsely lead teachers to assume that students’ performance or cognitive abilities may be 

solely linked to their families’ income level and not related to the color or levels of clutter 

in classroom displays. Moreover, while such assumptions my seemingly appear child-

centered, they may be framed from a deficit perspective, revealing presumptions as to 

what homes should be like.  

Engaging Without Becoming a Distraction 

Teachers described the classroom environment as a vital part of student success 

and described their effort to create an enjoyable yet functional environment. In part, as a 

result of this, they prioritized customizing the classroom; they spent their time and 

money, and used a variety of online and retail resources to provide a positive and 

engaging learning environment. While teachers discussed minimizing classroom 

distractions and crafting bulletin boards that inspired learning without being 

overwhelming, few talked about how to effectively create this balance in their displays. It 

was unclear how teachers intended to carry out these objectives while maintaining the 

appropriate number of elements to be displayed.  

This lack of practical understanding of preventing overstimulating displays 

revealed that although teachers were aware of the possible implications of overwhelming 

students visually, their intention to minimize excess stimulation might not have 

ultimately lead to a less distracting classroom. While some participants noted that they 

intended to create a calm and comfortable environment, this was based not on current 

research, but rather a reflection of their personal style and popular trends in classroom 
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design. Additionally, it was possible that their aspirations of creating an inviting and 

engaging environment overshadowed the goal of minimizing distractions within displays.  

Lack of Guidance in Creating Displays 

A minority of teachers mentioned what they learned from teacher education 

programs, research-based practices, or the California Standards for the Teaching 

Profession (CSTP), on how to create and maintain an effective environment for student 

learning. Furthermore, few mentioned receiving support on designing displays from their 

school administration. This finding illustrates that unlike academic standards, which 

clearly outline learning goals, visual display standards are not prioritized as an important 

element in the classroom environment. This lack of guidance may have led some 

participants to underestimate the influence of classroom displays, while others assumed 

that resources commonly used by teachers, such as Pinterest, Lakeshore, or colleague’s 

classrooms reflected environments that positively effected students’ experiences and 

learning. Without guidance from teacher education programs or administration, many 

teachers revealed that they instinctively rely on personal preferences, commercially 

marketed products, and convenient resources, often without a clear understanding of the 

impact it may have on students’ attention, emotions, or learning. For some teachers, this 

lack of direction, in conjunction with the lack of sufficient research-based resources, 

motivated them to rely on what is most easily accessible even though they may not have 

always been most effective. Lastly, providing teachers research-based guidance will help 

to alleviate the unnecessary guesswork and result in time saving practices. 
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Lack of Space and Time in Creating Displays 

Ultimately, conceptualizing and executing display boards within a limited amount 

of space takes a significant amount of time, which was a challenge for educators who 

already had a number of pressing responsibilities. This was exemplified by the response 

of Ms. Ok, who shared her experience in updating and maintaining displays amid her 

other responsibilities: 

Making it [student work] all fit the way I want it to… If I have six on one window 

but then I have five more leftover, but only four fit on that window, like what do I 

do with the extra one, where does it go? Or like if I have everybody finished, like 

I have a couple of kids who are absent, then their work isn't up and it throws it 

off. Do I have them finish? Do I add it to the wall? Because at that point I've 

already finished my job and I've got a million other things I have to do. Do I 

follow through or do I just let it slide?  

This finding emphasizes the challenge of limited space and time teachers faced 

when creating or updating displays. Teachers remarked that they often lacked sufficient 

space to display all students’ work, and, as a result, some were driven to extend displays 

to heights that were clearly inaccessible to students. This practice increased the overall 

volume of displays and left little space on the walls free of visual stimuli. Teachers felt 

conflicted when forced to displays work so far above student eye level, as it failed to 

serve as a resource or promote learning. Teachers also expressed frustration due to the 

limited time available to create or update displays, as this was commonly done when 

students were outside of the classroom. This combination of challenges revealed that 

teachers lack support on how to maximize classroom space in order to create displays that 
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are useful to students, but also utilize space efficiently. Such guidance would ultimately 

save teachers time spent on planning for, implementing, and updating displays.   

Teacher Perceptions of Displays 

Findings that emerged from the photo evaluations made the most significant 

contribution to the larger questions regarding teachers’ perceptions. Providing teachers 

the opportunity to objectively discuss visual elements outside of their own classrooms 

facilitated constructive dialogue around what made classrooms the most or least 

appropriate for student learning. As teachers discussed the design elements and purpose, 

conversations emerged about their prior practices, influential experiences, and challenges 

that undermined their confidence in the effectiveness of their displays. The discussion 

from this second part of the interview helped to illuminate the cultural norms that 

influence teachers’ decisions and implementation of classroom displays. 

Becoming Reflective Practitioners 

Personal Practice 
 

Participants were candid when evaluating the varying levels of color and decor of 

the three distinct classrooms and objectively discussed the factors that contributed to their 

effectiveness, or lack thereof. Somewhat of a surprise was that the classroom that 

participants deemed least appropriate for learning consistently received praise and 

compliments for its aesthetic value. I encouraged teachers to expand upon these initial 

responses, which stimulated a more in depth look into their beliefs. These conflicting 

perceptions initiated a process of reflection; some teachers compared their own 

classrooms with those in the photos and reevaluated their practice as they recognized 

distracting elements present in their classrooms. These honest reflections indicated that 
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during implementation, some teachers were not able to recognize how the volume of their 

own displays negatively affected students’ ability to pay attention. Ms. Espinoza 

exemplified this practice when evaluating Classroom A, which showed a high level of 

color and classroom decor: 

You know, this really makes me think back to kind of how I used to be as a 

teacher. I never used this kind of exact color, but I did have things hanging. So I 

used to be like this in terms of the way that I decorated and I hung things, but I 

didn't have this much color. But it also really, really makes me think, because I 

had a student with ADHD and I remember that I also had little hanging airplanes 

and he was starting to fantasize about these little airplanes and flying around the 

world. I think that was too much stimulus for him and it wasn't even like this. So 

seeing this makes me think like that was just far too much.  

Emotional Aspect  

 Teachers were solicited to analyze classroom displays and consider which was 

most appropriate for learning. Teachers’ initial reaction almost always reflected how the 

environment made them feel. These immediate emotional responses were significant, as 

research indicates that students’ emotions can affect their task performance and overall 

academic success. This indicated that the environment was able to elicit an emotional 

response and denotes that great care must be taken in their design and implementation.  

While some participants noted that they intended to create a calm and comfortable 

environment in their own classroom, this may not have been based on a research-

informed understanding, but rather a popular design trend in classroom design, or even 
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aesthetics that the teacher themselves find comfortable. This was evident when 

comparing how teachers described their classrooms with the photographs they provided.  

Student Resources 

 After taking in the aesthetic values, many were able to critically look at what 

students might take away from this space, the resources available to them, and how 

students would maneuver the environment. While only a few teachers commented on 

receiving any training or guidance on classroom displays, it appeared that it was often 

easier to indifferently critique others’ classroom displays and their ability to provide 

meaningful resources. Participants carefully analyzed the space from a student’s 

perspective, exploring the resources, materials, and the elements that lead to, or hindered, 

learning, which revealed an approach that some may not have used in their own 

classrooms. Some questioned the resources’ ability to engage students, but more 

significantly some participants took a critical look at why they believe these products 

come from a reliable source. Ms. Alarcon reflected upon her choice to purchase her 

materials at Lakeshore: 

Well, do I think they [resources] promote learning? That’s a good question. I 

mean I just feel like it's sort of the most popular and convenient place to go. I'm 

trying to think right now where else I would go for trim and a roll of paper like 

that. I think it would be hard to find other places or I guess I've really never 

checked. 

 While teachers relied on the convenience of teacher supply stores, only a few 

questioned the purpose or rationale behind using commercial produced materials. Even 

fewer were critical of the products that were marketed to teachers or the effect they may 
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have on student learning. Teacher supply stores were considered to be a reliable source 

simply because it was marketed as a one-stop source of support for resources and decor, a 

convenient place to purchase anything teachers might need.   

Display Effectiveness  

Some teachers reflected on uncertainty over whether students were actually 

paying attention to the content and using the displays as a resource, rather than simply 

looking at them. In fact, many teachers noted that any student use of displays was based 

on whether or not they looked at them. While some teachers saw students engage with the 

content of the displays, others disclosed that they could not be sure students were using 

the information they saw to inform their classwork. This practice reveals that teacher may 

not know if their displays are actually being used as intended; they could not be sure that 

students were using them as a resource for social and emotional development, academic 

growth, or if they were possibly serving as a distraction. 

Pedagogical Differences 

Although selected to specifically reflect aesthetics of particular pedagogical 

frameworks, the photographs of the minimally designed classroom were not always 

connected back to, or associated with, Reggio Emilia or Montessori-inspired 

environments. These educational philosophies emphasize placing children at the center of 

their learning and most of these schools are private. Although some participants quickly 

associated Classroom C with a Reggio-inspired classroom, others commented instead on 

the lack of available resources reflected in these images. This observation may be due to 

the fact that they were unaware of the pedagogically inspired environment, or simply 

because their personal philosophy differed from that of Classroom C. Only two teachers 
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mentioned that Classroom C, with low visual display volume and decor, was completely 

unrealistic in district schools, noting that the cost of furniture, manipulatives, and decor 

was something out of the realm of possibilities due to budget restraints. In referring to 

Classroom C, Ms. Do quickly recognized the underlying differences that this type of 

classroom speaks to:  

It's beautiful. It's expensive. My heart goes right to the cash. I do think that kids 

who live in poverty aren't exposed to as much freedom to create because they live 

in smaller houses and it's not okay for them to cover their floor in their living 

room with Lego's because there's six other people there, where a suburban kid 

might be able to have their own bedroom where they can just have a big old pile 

of Legos their whole life. Or they can use the dining room table, whereas a lot of 

my kids will talk about not having a table at all, you know, they eat on the sofa. I 

think that seeing a classroom like this, the first thing that pops in my mind is just 

equity. 

 This teacher’s comment highlighted the understanding that the differences in 

pedagogy can often be associated with particular types of schools. The carefully designed 

Reggio-inspired environment is often only available to a limited population that has the 

resources for a costly private education. Reggio teachers are trained in a philosophy that 

prioritizes the classroom environment as “the third teacher,” which promotes a resource 

rich, free flowing, exploratory environment. Reggio and Montessori inspired classrooms 

promote a curriculum that develops organically, and student learning is evidenced by 

displays that are created in the process of learning with the goal of inspiring inquiry and 

creativity. Conversely, many participants in this study set up their classroom before the 
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school year began. Classrooms displays were predetermined and crafted to align with 

content areas such as math, writing, and reading. This indicates that teachers may be 

inherently influenced to approach displays from an equally predetermined mindset, one 

that believes that engagement and learning is a result of an environment laden with 

posters, charts, and standards. Many noted the predominantly blank walls in Classroom 

C, characterizing them as uninviting and idle. Without connecting the classroom to the 

Reggio classroom philosophy, teachers may have characterized the unembellished walls 

as a lack of resources for students, rather than considering that the pending displays may 

authentically develop from shared relationships among students and creative experiences 

that support learning. This reflects teachers’ assumptions about the displays’ expected 

ability to convey information versus its ability to inspire student learning.   

 While a few teachers discussed being influenced by the Reggio philosophy, or 

wanting to emulate the simplicity of the environment, there appeared to be a disconnect 

between theory and practice. In a few cases, their interpretation of a Reggio-inspired 

classroom lost purpose and value when thematically preplanned and implemented, 

lacking student inspiration and creation. Mr. Hymon demonstrated this disconnect as he 

explained the design of his displays and the thought process behind his Reggio-inspired 

classroom: 

This year it was kind of like galaxies and stars. And so the border is like 

constellations and then the paper itself is like a dark purple with a white 

representing stars. I also like to do more simple displays with, not necessarily 

neutral colors, but I like to stay away from neon and things that are in your face. I 

have social studies right now where it's the cosmic theme and there's just black 
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pieces of paper that are the frame of the work I put up. So they made brochures 

that are white and they colored them using color pencil. And so I guess when I 

approach a bulletin board visually, if I wanted to be kind of a calming, soothing 

something for them to look at, that doesn't distract them.  

 Photographs of Mr. Hymon’s displays revealed displays with dark blue butcher 

paper and premade borders with stars and planets. Brightly colored accessories from 

Lakeshore embellished the classroom and coordinated with the color and celestial theme. 

Although the design was nature-inspired, the application was entirely inconsistent with 

Reggio-inspired classrooms. This demonstrated that while Reggio philosophy influenced 

some teachers, without understanding its pedagogical implications, the presentation of the 

displays lost their meaning and end up mimicking traditional, teacher-created, primary 

classroom. The blurring of lines, but also complete departures, was evident in some 

photographs of participants’ classrooms, but also in their descriptions of their classroom 

displays. 

External Evaluation 

 The appearance of the classroom environment falls directly on the shoulders of 

the teacher, as they were responsible for creating their own classroom environments. 

However, it was revealed that administrators, other teachers, parents, and even students 

evaluated the participants on their classroom displays. Teachers’ comments established 

that creative and artful displays were often considered a measurement of their efforts; if 

the appearance of the displays was inadequate, it may have appeared that the teacher 

lacked personal investment. Teachers were under a great amount of pressure to meet the 

academic needs of students, but to also create an environment that was engaging and 
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appealing. It was admitted that one reason the brightly colored, festive classrooms may 

have appealed to teachers is due to how these aesthetics are perceived by others. 

Administrators, parents, teachers, and even students were likely to equate the effort that 

went into decorating the classroom to the teachers’ dedication to their students. Ms. 

Chambers reflected on how the highly decorated classroom might be understood: 

I would say that parents who aren't educated in classroom design would come in 

and see this classroom [Classroom A] and be like, “Oh, she's so dedicated. This is 

so beautiful and this is where I want my child to learn.” I think that that would 

definitely be like a gut reaction for parents.  

The pressure of external evaluation was evident in teachers’ responses; the lack of 

guidance teachers received, paired with the pressure to create a welcoming environment, 

may have influenced teachers to choose design over function. Teachers were quick to 

point out that their displays were often scrutinized during administrator visits. While 

teachers were held responsible for the classroom environment, they revealed that these 

external pressures influence their choices and their control over display implementation 

and content. The variety of external pressures underscores the need for a well-informed 

body of knowledge on classroom design in order to support teachers and their 

understanding of the impact of displays. This may help to limit external influences that 

are not influenced by research-based practices and may ultimately inhibit students’ 

socioemotional development and learning. 

Cultural Practice 

 Although most teachers reveal that there is little in the way of guidance and 

training for classroom displays, a clear culture of practice emerged from the discussion. 
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In fact, this dearth of guidance may have helped to mediate the sociocultural values of the 

group, and stimulate the social support shared by teachers, ultimately influencing their 

practice. This study showed that many teachers have embraced a commonly accepted set 

of standard values and practices of what the classroom environment should look like 

based on what other teachers have implemented throughout the years. These typical 

displays with brightly colored borders with images of apples and yellow buses, 

commonly found in classrooms across North America, have continued to influence 

teachers’ practices, but also perpetuated the resources that are marketed towards them. 

Participants’ beliefs of what displays should typically look like, and what resources 

should be used, were influenced by the culture of practice that had already been formed 

over time. This ongoing transfer of these ideas was a major drive in teachers’ 

understanding and practice. 

 The sharing of ideas through the Internet has also shaped these cultural norms. 

This is even truer of social media sites, where teachers had access to an exponentially 

larger quantity of classroom displays from which to be inspired. The majority of teachers 

acknowledged that they relied on websites like Pinterest, Facebook, and Instagram, 

particularly based on the assurance that the content was provided by teachers, as a 

resource for other teachers. Their reliance on these sites has helped to shape the 

expectations of teachers and their classroom displays, ultimately becoming a common 

part of the teaching culture. 

 The implications from current research on color and clutter have had a limited 

effect on the sociocultural values that drive teachers’ practices. Teachers acknowledged a 

general awareness that color may affect students’ attention or emotions, although teachers 
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were unaware as to specific recommendations that would guide planning and 

implementation. Based on teachers’ responses, fewer teachers were cognizant of studies 

on clutter, or appeared to have made a conscious effort to limit the volume of decor on 

classroom displays. While a few teachers spoke directly to the lack of research-based 

guidelines, the majority of teachers relied on the current culture that promotes the same 

types of displays that have continued to pervade classrooms for generations. This further 

emphasizes the need to promote a more informed understanding of how classroom 

displays may affect students and their ability to learn. 

Research Limitations 

   This study has several limitations. The interviews were conducted during the 

Covid-19 pandemic; therefore, teachers were unable to be interviewed in their own 

classrooms as planned. Although teachers could still be interviewed online, they were 

removed from their classroom environments, so the participants’ reflections could have 

been different without displays accessible while talking about their classrooms. Teachers 

relied on their memories of classroom displays, which proved to be inconsistent as some 

of them were unable to clearly remember all the details surrounding the displays. 

Participants would have been able to reflect on their displays and implementation while 

observing their classroom in real time. Also, due to the classroom’s inaccessibility, many 

classroom photos that were received were from the beginning of the year and not 

reflective of their current state, which provided a challenge when comparing narrative 

descriptions of classrooms. Teachers may similarly have chosen to verbally describe 

displays that were successfully implemented at the beginning of the year, and avoided 
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more recent displays that may not reflect the same level of planning, implementation or 

effectiveness. 

This convenience sample included a total of 23 elementary school teachers in Los 

Angeles County. A wider national sampling would have provided a more accurate 

reflection of teacher’s perceptions of displays. The sample was also comprised of 

teachers that volunteered for a study on classroom environment. For that reason, it may 

have attracted teachers who had already been focusing on classroom displays and were 

confident in their implementation, resulting in a less accurate representation of 

generalizable perceptions. 

While district and charter schools were well represented in the sample, a study 

that included private schools, and schools with strong design philosophies, would have 

reflected a more accurate representation of teachers’ opinions. In addition, including 

principals and administrators in the interview process would have elicited additional 

narratives on this topic and would have helped to create a more complete understanding 

of their expectations and the teachers’ implementation of displays. Lastly, while the study 

was focused on teacher’s goals related to the design elements present in classroom 

displays, teachers primarily focused on pragmatic issues related to displays, skewing the 

results toward practical challenges they faced.  

Future Directions 

Implications of the Work for Educators 

 This study highlights initial steps teachers can make in reassessing the purpose 

and effects of their displays, and the implications on student learning. Teachers must 

begin to reflect on their current practices and critique the reasons behind their choices; 
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they must challenge themselves to look beyond aesthetics as a personal preference, and 

consider the ways in which their displays can support social and emotional development, 

in addition to becoming an effective academic space. There is no simple solution that will 

accommodate all spaces or students, although by recognizing the implications of 

research, teachers can make more informed decisions in their use of color, and limit decor 

to purposeful elements that encourage positive social, emotional, and academic learning 

in classrooms. The needs of students vary within the classroom, and teachers need to 

create a well-designed environment that promotes positive behaviors, and support the 

positive development of attentional skills, with flexibility to make changes as needed. 

 Results of the study indicated that teachers lack guidance and research-based 

practices that would help in the creation of optimal learning environments. Without these 

resources, teachers are limited in their ability to make definitive change. Resources, 

including professional development and clear guidelines that look closely at classroom 

displays, should be developed and publicized to ensure teachers are able to promote 

meaningful classroom spaces that support student learning through conscious use of 

color, design elements, and academic content. Teacher education programs should 

include training on planning, executing, and using displays to promote engagement and 

support learning. This can inform and influence the current culture of practice in order to 

alleviate the creation of displays that are primarily influenced by personal preferences or 

widely accepted practices passed on from teacher to teacher, without a clear 

understanding of how it may affect students’ attention or overall learning.  

Finally, these findings support the use of classroom display photo analysis in 

professional development opportunities. Providing professional development using 
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classroom photos would provide teachers an objective look at display boards within 

learning spaces, and a deeper understanding of their purpose and effectiveness. This 

would aid in initiating discussion among teachers in order to elicit a constructive dialogue 

on the varying levels of color and decor. Teachers would be able to objectively evaluate 

other classrooms before reflecting on their own practices and assess the effectiveness of 

their own classroom displays. Professional development opportunities could be created 

based on the needs of students and the school culture on classroom displays. 

Recommendations for Research 

 The experience of teachers and their understanding of the implications of 

classroom displays have received scant attention in literature. Moreover, much of the 

existing research on classroom displays has been done in research laboratories and not in 

actual classrooms or with teachers themselves. Different research methods would provide 

support to the limited available data on classroom environment. A nationwide survey that 

looks at trends in data in order to see if they confirm the results of this study would prove 

valuable. In addition, if the surveys were followed by interviews, it would provide in-

depth data that would help to inform the statistical analysis of teachers’ perceptions. Most 

importantly, future research needs to investigate the relationship between color, clutter, 

and to what extent it impairs students learning. Understanding the level of impairment, 

especially in primary grades, is critical, as studies have shown that these foundational 

years of schooling may impact future success. Researchers pursuing an action research 

model could collect data from teachers that attend visual display workshops on color and 

clutter, as well as analyze the change in teachers’ perceptions and application as they 

make changes to their own classrooms. This would help to provide a foundation in how 
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research-based activities could positively support attentional skills, task performance, and 

learning through display implementation. Research on the impact of the classroom 

environment must be prioritized in order to better understand how color and excessive 

stimulus affect students’ emotions and overall learning. A well-formulated body of 

research on the impact of the visual environment would support teachers in creating 

displays with resources and materials that engage students in a holistic manner.  

Conclusion 

This study suggests that understanding how teachers perceive the classroom 

environment is an instrumental first step in interpreting their practice. This study shines a 

light on the internal and external influences, as well as the constraints that affected 

participants’ practice, but also how the lack of guidance helps to preserve a reliance on an 

accepted visual culture in classrooms across the nation. By combining research on the 

impact of the classroom environment and the finding on teachers’ perceptions in this 

study, educational leaders can begin to work on developing resources to help create 

environments that support student learning, but also positively contribute to the 

emotional, cognitive, social and emotional aspects. To my knowledge, this is the first 

study of its kind to elicit feedback from teachers regarding their perceptions of classroom 

displays. These findings support previous research and add to the body of knowledge on 

classroom displays while adding a new dimension to their work.  
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Appendix A 

Teacher Survey 
1. Name: 

 
2. Where do you teach? (Please identify the name of your school and district) 

 
3. What grade do you teach? 

 
4. What is your age? 

a. Under 18 
b. 19- 24 years old 
c. 25-34 years old 
d. 35-44 years old 
e. 45-54 years old 
f. Over 55 

 
5. To which gender identity do you most identify? 

a. Male 
b. Female 
c. Other (please specify) 
d. Prefer not to say 

 
6. What is your ethnicity? 

a. White 
b. Hispanic or Latino 
c. Black or African American 
d. Native American or American Indian 
e. Asian/Pacific Islander 
f. Other (please specify) 

 
7. How long have you been teaching? 

a. This is my first year 
b. 2-4 years 
c. 5-9 years 
d. 10-14 years 
e. 15-19 years 
f. Over 20 years 
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Appendix B 
Interview Protocol 

 
Intro: 
Visual displays are seen as an integral part of teaching in elementary grade classrooms. 
I’m interested in finding out the goals teachers have in mind when creating displays and 
the decisions made throughout the process. I’m particularly interested in how color and 
design play a role in classroom displays. 
 
Questions: 

1. Tell me about your classroom displays. What would I see if we were in your 
classroom? 

2. Choose a display that you would like to share with me. Walk me through the 
process from deciding what you wanted to do, to designing and finally setting it 
up. 

a. What resources did you use?  
b. Why were these materials chosen? 

3. What was the goal of the display board?  
a. How do you know if the display was effective? 

4. How do you use color and design with visual display boards? 
a. Was there a particular reason you chose the colors and design in the 

display? 
5. How do the needs of diverse learners come into play when creating display 

boards? 
a. What types of accommodations are considered when creating displays? 

6. What are some challenges you confront when creating classroom displays? 
 
Artifacts questions- (share screen and confirm they can see the first picture) 
I am interested to learn more about what you think about how different teachers might 
use visual displays.  Now I want to show you some pictures of elementary classrooms, 
and I am going to ask you a couple of questions about them. 

1. In your opinion, which one of these classrooms is most developmentally 
appropriate for student learning and why? 

a. Share your thoughts on the volume of displays in this classroom. 
b. Share your thoughts on the colors and design.  

2. What in this class elicits student engagement?  
a. How might we make this more accessible to students? 

3. What are the benefits of a display such as this (for teacher, for student)? 
4. What are the challenges in a display such as this one (for teacher, for student)? 

 
5. If you were going to advise a novice teacher, what are the top 3 things you would 

say about visual display? 
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Appendix C 
Sample Pinterest Postings 
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Appendix D 
Sample Instagram Postings 
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Appendix E 
Sample Facebook Postings 
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