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Abstract 
Problem Statement: The physical environment of the classroom has an 

impact on various components of the teaching and learning processes. 

Recently, there has been research into the relationship between classroom 

management and the physical environment in elementary schools. 

However, the focus of these studies was only on one dimension of the 

physical environment of the classroom such as the relationship between 

class size or the physical environment and academic achievement. 

Therefore, there is a need for research into how early childhood teachers 

perceive the impact of the physical environment on classroom 

management.  

Purpose of Study: This study aimed to examine the perceptions of a group 

of early childhood teachers in Ankara, Turkey, in relation to the influence 

of the physical environment of the classroom on classroom management. 

More specifically, the present 

the factors that influence their classroom management practices, how the 

physical environment of the classroom influences their instructional 

processes and teacher-student interactions, and elicited suggestions from 

teachers about improving the physical environment.  

Method: This study is a qualitative study where the data was obtained 

from a semi-structured interview schedule containing 16 questions; six 

pertained to demographic items while the remaining 10 open-ended 

were 36 female early childhood education teachers. 

                                                                 
*Res. Asst., Zonguldak Karaelmas University, Faculty of Education, Turkey 

ikbals@metu.edu.tr. 
**Asst. Prof. Dr., Middle East Technical University, Faculty of Education, Turkey 

tfeyza@metu.edu.tr (corresponding author). 
***Asst. Prof. Dr., Middle East Technical University, Faculty of Education, Turkey 

hanif@metu.edu.tr. 

 



186 Akar 

Findings: Content analysis was performed at the end of the study. The 

themes that emerged from the findings were categorized as follows: (1) 

factors influencing classroom management, (2) physical characteristics of 

classrooms, (3) strengths and weaknesses of the physical environment, (4) 

remedies for the weaknesses of the environment, and (5) suggestions for 

improving the physical environment.  

Conclusions and Recommendations: A combination of semi-structured 

interviews and observations of classroom practice can create a wider 

picture of the perceptions. In addition, since the physical 

environment is important in both primary and secondary education, the 

same study could be applied to teachers working at other grade levels to 

examine their beliefs concerning the relationship between the physical 

environment and classroom management. 

 

Keywords: Teacher perceptions, classroom management, preschool 

physical environment, content analysis.   

 

procedures essential to establish and maintain an environment in which instruction 

and learning can occur. This is an important issue not only for teachers but also for 

students and school administrators (Evertson & Weinstein, 2006). Burden (2003) 

reported that classroom management includes teacher actions to create a learning 

environment that supports positive social interaction, active engagement, and self-

the arrangement of time, space, materials, pupils and herself/himself into various 

constellations of a learning environment (Rashid, 1968).   

Classroom management starts when the students enter the classroom. Therefore, 

within the limits imposed by the architecture of the building. Furthermore, s/he 

must decide on the activities that can occur in the classroom (Cantrell & Cantrell, 

2003; Manke, 1994). Cantrell and Cantrell (2003) define the teacher as the CEO (chief 

executive officer) of the classroom, as s/he can transmit her/his vision to the 

students and is the manager of the physical environment of the classroom.  

The teacher needs to be aware of how the relationship between the environment 

and classroom management contributes to the achievement of the educational goals 

of the curriculum. The way a teacher perceives this environment is important in 

terms of her/his management of the class. Therefore, this study examined the 

perceptions of early childhood teachers in relation to the influence of the physical 

environment of the classroom on classroom management.  

:   

a. the factors that influence their classroom management practices, 

b. the physical environment of their classrooms, 
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c. how the physical environment of the classroom influences their 

instructional processes and teacher-student interaction.  

Historically, classroom management has been considered synonymous with 

discipline. It was defined as the maintenance of on-task student behavior and 

reducing off-task or disruptive behavior. However, there is a new understanding of 

classroom management not concerned with observing and punishing misbehavior, 

but instead encompassing the process of creating a positive social and emotional 

climate in the classroom (Hardin, 2004); according to Lemlech (1988), it can be 

compared to conducting an orchestra. Well-managed classrooms can be seen as a 

harmony of decisions and physical factors. Thus, classroom management includes 

various decisions such as the student seating plan, planning of classroom activities in 

terms of time and content, organizing materials, and encouraging the active 

participation of each student (Emmer & Gerwels, 2005). 

Since the physical environment of a classroom is not only a place for instruction, 

it has various important functions such as the provision of security and shelter and 

facilitating social contact; it is a place that has a symbolic identification that allows 

for task instrumentality, pleasure, and growth. While physical security is the first 

condition that must be satisfied, students must 

comfortable place to be,

(1996, p. 29). Social contact includes student interaction with peers and between the 

teacher and students. Symbolic identification involving the personalizing of the 

classroom environment is particularly important for young children. Task 

instrumentality includes the many ways in which the physical environment can help 

teachers and students accomplish planned activities. Pleasure, in this context, refers 

to whether the students and teachers think their classroom is attractive and 

, and it includes 

areas such as increasing self-confidence and learning cooperation (Weinstein, 1996).   

The physical environment is one of the dimensions of a classroom that Carter and 

of participants, the arrangement of participants in the available space, and the props 

or  379). This is an important element of 

, because the physical environment has an 

immediate impact on students (Hardin, 2004). Moreover, Carter and Doyle (2006) 

comment that the physical environment has an important effect on classroom events 

such as spelling tests, reading activities, or the morning song in preschools. 

Therefore, facilitating good traffic flow and communication, ease of access to 

supplies and equipment, and the creation of private spaces are necessary for the 

 

Variables of the physical environment of the classroom related to the comfortable 

use of the space include class size, lighting, temperature, color, noise regulation, 

seating pattern, and hygiene. First, the classroom size must be big enough for the 

types of activities to be undertaken. There should be adequate storage for student 

and classroom materials and the areas to be used for activities and movement of 

students should be l
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illumination should be appropriate for students to clearly see each other and the 

teacher. Inadequate or lighting that is too bright can strain the eye and can result in 

inattentiveness, nervousness, an

; in rooms that are too hot or too cold, 

students have difficulty in focusing on the learning activities. According to literature, 

the ideal temperature of classroom is 20o

such as breathing, blood pressure, pulse, 

2008). Furthermore, too much noise from outside or inside the classroom can affect 

physical and psychological health. Although it can be difficult to limit external noise 

from entering the classroom, reducing noise in the classroom is possible by 

determining rules for 

creation of an appropriate seating pattern positively influences classroom interaction 

and it is important to facilitate ease of access to resources and the organization of 

, 2007). Finally, since classrooms are areas that are used 

collectively, the cleaning and ventilation of the classroom are important for the 

 

Interest areas where students engage in a special activity are an important 

component in early childhood classrooms. Within the physical environment it should 

be possible to accommodate these areas and their equipment. Typical examples of 

the areas include creative art, blocks, dramatic play, books, music, science, and math 

(Gestwicki, 1999), and the location for each area should be considered. For example, a 

book corner should be separated from the main classroom to provide a quiet reading 

space. Together with the contents of the interest areas all essential materials in a 

classroom need to be clearly visible and accessible to the students so they can 

complete a task with ease and efficiency (Trussell, 2008). Therefore, when students 

can access what they need, the teacher is saved from being the sole distributor of 

commonly used materials (Stronge, 2007).  

A teacher has multiple roles of guide, questioner, listener, interactor, motivator, 

planner, researcher, and resource person (Heck & Cobes, 1978). An effective teacher 

must design an overall environment that supports student learning through 

instructional techniques and contains interesting materials, and s/he must facilitate a 

rapport with the whole class. In order to do this, the teacher must have the skills to 

organize and manage the physical environment of the classroom in order to 

orchestrate an environment that supports exploration, discovery and investigation. 

The teacher should be aware of the fact that the classroom is not her/his sole 

territory and effective use of the available space must be planned by students and 

teachers together (Proshansky & Wolfe, 1974). There should be adequate notice 

boards and display facilities students can use to decorate the classroom and display 

their work and therefore have a sense of ownership of the physical environment (Di 

Giulio, 2007).  
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Method 

The participants of the study were 36 early childhood education female teachers 

working in state and private schools in Ankara, Turkey. Most were early childhood 

education graduates (n=20, 55.5 percent), some were child development graduates 

(n=15, 41.6 percent) and two teachers graduated from other departments. Their work 

experience varied from two weeks to 26 years.  

The data was collected through semi-structured interviews designed by the 

researchers. In order to develop the interview schedule, a relevant literature review 

was undertaken to determine the dimensions and variables of the classroom 

environment in relation to classroom management (Maxwell, 2007; Sylvia, Siraj-

Blatchford & Taggart, 2006). Eight dimensions of the classroom environment were 

selected. They were: choosing a philosophical model of classroom management and 

discipline, student behavior management, creating a respectful, supportive learning 

environment (management of relations and communication), managing and 

enhancing instruction (management of planning and programming activities), 

interacting with colleagues, parents, and others to achieve classroom management 

goals, time management, facilitating classroom safety and wellness, and physical 

environme

2007), lighting (Di Guilio, 2007), temperature (Imer, 2001), colors (Jalongo & Isenberg, 

2000), , and hygiene 

(Imer, 2001). 

Finally, an interview schedule comprising 21 open-ended questions was created. 

The content and face validity of the semi-structured interview schedule was 

conducted by two experts from the departments of Early Childhood Education and 

Educational Sciences at Middle East Technical University. Then three pilot interviews 

were carried out to provide structure validity, some items were modified, and the 

question order was rearranged to increase the clarity for the participants. The final 

interview schedule contained 16 questions; six pertained to demographic items and 

the remaining 10 open-ended questions aimed to investigate the perceptions of 

teachers about physical environment of the classroom and its influence on classroom 

management (see Appendix A for the final interview schedule). 

Approval was obtained from the Ministry of National Education of the Turkish 

Republic (MONE) to approach teachers in the selected schools. Appointments were 

made directly with the teachers or via the school secretaries. The researcher visited 

schools and met the teachers to explain the aim of the study and asked if they wished 

to participate. If they agreed, the teachers signed a volunteer participation form. 

Next, interviews were held in appropriate rooms in the school. In 15 schools, contact 

was made with 76 teachers, of which 36 volunteered for the study. It was planned to 

audio record all the interviews to ensure that all the information was obtained and to 

reduce the time taken in the interview to handwrite  

explained, some of the teachers (n=19) did not accept the method and those 

interviews were transcribed by hand. The duration of interviews varied between 20 
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and 55 minutes; this was due to the time difference between audio recording and 

hand writing the responses.  

In this study, content analysis was used to obtain concepts and relations that 

explain the data. More specifically, transcripts were prepared from the recordings 

and the handwritten record of certain interviews. They were carefully read several 

times by the researcher and the content analysis began. First, the coding was carried 

out. This is the process of naming the meaningful parts (words, sentences, 

paragraphs) of the data then examining, comparing, conceptualizing data and 

listed and related codes were combined. After the researcher had examined all the 

thematic codes and compared data, the following main themes were determined: 

1. Factors influencing classroom management 

A. School infrastructure  

a. Rotation system (n=2) 

b. Location of classroom (n=2) 

B. Teacher characteristics 

a. Experience of teachers (n=3) 

b. Love of their profession and students (n=3) 

c. Unplanned meetings for teachers (n=2) 

C. Student profiles 

a. Socioeconomic status and educational level of parents (n=3) 

b. School experience of the students (n=3) 

c. Mainstreaming students (n=4) 

D. Physical environment of classroom 

a. Physical features of classroom (n=21) 

b. Security of the classroom (n=2) 

c. Furniture of the classroom (n=1) 

2.  

3. Strengths and weaknesses of the physical environment,  

4.  Remedies for weaknesses of the environment,  

5. Suggestions for improving the physical environment. 

ideas, besides reporting the themes, the codes and their frequency, some clarifying 

quotes were directly taken from the interviews. These quotes were incorporated into 

the results of this study. Therefore, the description of the themes was enriched. 
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Research Findings 

When asked to name the factors that influence on classroom management, the 

teachers stated that school infrastructure, teacher characteristics, student profiles, 

and physical environment of classroom were the main items. This article focuses on 

the physical environment. Therefore, the first three factors are described very briefly.  

In relation to school infrastructure, two issues emerged which teachers felt had a 

negative effect on class management: the rotation system where students change 

rooms for different activities and the location of the classroom. In terms of teacher 

characteristics it was considered that a love of their profession and the students and 

having patience and tolerance were essential for early childhood teachers. In 

experienced teachers, unplanned meetings and visitors entering the classroom were 

mentioned as negative facts. Several teachers stated that the profiles of the student 

profiles affected classroom management. In particular, teachers mentioned the 

experience and mainstreaming students. The first two items could have a positive 

affect if the socio-economic status and education level were high. However, 

mainstreaming was considered to have a negative impact on classroom management.  

In relation to the physical environment of the classroom, three issues emerged: 

physical features (n=21), security function (n=2), and furniture and equipment (n=7). 

In relation to the first issue, large class sizes (n=17) and small movement areas (n=17) 

were mentioned by most teachers. The following comments from the teachers 

illustrate the importance of this issue.  

an overcrowded classroom prevents me from reaching all the students. Also, in small 

 

annot move comfortably, they become more negative and irritable. 
 

In addition, teachers stated that an overcrowded classroom made the teacher 

exhausted, reduced the movement area, and complicated the classroom management 

and monitoring of the students. Teachers stressed the adequacy of the movement 

area in their classrooms. Some (n=5) said their classrooms were large enough. 

However, one teacher said that although her classroom was large, there were too 

many students in the class and this reduced the movement area. There were teachers 

(n=4) who stated that movement areas that are too large negatively influenced 

classroom management because the teachers lost control of the students. A teacher 

said that a large movement area made class management difficult. The larger the 

classroom is, the harder it is to retain control of students.  

Teachers (n=3) stated that the shape of the classroom was a significant element in 

classroom management, since it influenced student seating arrangements, the 

lighting, and organization of furniture and equipment. Some teachers (n=4) said that 

the physical environment of their classroom was appropriate for the development of 

their students. Teachers particularly focused on the wall design of their classrooms 

said that 
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their class, and displaying the results of group work in particular has a positive 

influence. Three teachers indicated that a classroom with four walls of equal length 

was more functional than other rectangular classrooms that did not permit the easy 

division of interest areas. Teachers said that the appropriate separation of interest 

areas was important and provided order in the classroom, resulting in the teacher 

being less tired (n=6). Other teachers explained the importance of the appropriate 

separation of areas in terms of classroom control (n=5) and student observation (n=3) 

and an appropriate location of the areas, saving time (n=13).   

The security function category was mentioned by teachers. They particularly 

commented on lighting (n=1) and temperature (n=1) as important factors that affect 

the motivation of students and teachers. Three teachers said that lighting and 

temperature of their classrooms were appropriate. However, only one teacher 

commented that her classroom was clean and hygienic. 

Regarding the furniture equipment and materials, teachers mentioned items such 

as chairs and tables (n=8), cupboards for various purposes (n=12), and CD players 

(n=4). Moreover, while some teachers (n=4) said that the equipment and materials 

were adequate, three said there was a lack of materials. Storage was an important 

element in the teachers  responses; the cupboards needed to be child-sized because 

according to some teachers (n=3) if the materials were not easily accessible then this 

teachers have to spend extra time removing and returning the materials from 

storage. Several teachers (n=6) also stated that a lack of equipment and materials 

affected classroom management. For example, one teacher said that a lack of 

materials resulted in her spending time changing her lesson plans or trying to find 

other materials.  

In the interviews, teachers were asked what they considered the strengths and 

weaknesses of their classrooms. Then they were asked to suggest how the 

weaknesses could be remedied. Many teachers (n=11) stated that the width of their 

classroom was appropriate because there was enough space for the number of 

students, and the students could move easily. Furthermore, a teacher expressed that 

her classroom had equal sides and that gave the advantage of being able to easily 

reach all the students. Finally, certain elements of the security function of the 

classroom were seen as strengths. For instance, many of the teachers were happy 

with the lighting (n=15) and the temperature (n=9). However, only one teacher 

emphasized the hygiene of her classroom as a positive aspect. Some teachers (n=4) 

saw the location of their classroom as a strength and that early childhood classrooms 

being separate from the primary school was an advantage for the safety and comfort 

of students. Moreover, classrooms at the entrance (n=1) to the building and close to 

the toilets/sinks (n=2) were also strengths of the physical environment.  

In terms of the weaknesses of the physical environment, the rotation system was 

ment

teachers (n=2) stated that the sense of attachment to a particular classroom, 

equipment, and materials could not be developed, and this could result in reducing a 

tivation. A small movement area (n=15) and large class size (n=4) were 

also considered weaknesses, with one teacher commenting that these two issues 
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prevented the appropriate placement and division of interest areas. One teacher 

claimed that the small movement area meant that she had to divide her students into 

two groups. If she did not do this, students had to sit too close to each other, which 

distracted them from their task. However, there were teachers (n=4) who stated that 

movement areas that are too large negatively affected classroom management 

because the teachers lost control of the children.  

, but some 

stated the weaknesses of these areas. Two teachers said that in larger classrooms, 

they could place materials for each area appropriately but in small and overcrowded 

areas, students had problems easily accessing materials in the interest areas. A 

teacher said:  

is not ready to use at 
any time. I have to organize these areas again every day for students to use them comfortably 

 

Another point stressed by the teachers (n=4) was inadequate interest areas. A 

teacher said that a lack of interest areas resulted in insufficient activities, disruptive 

student behaviors, and loss of time. A few teachers (n=3) complained that the 

materials in the interest areas were insufficient and the interest areas (n=7) should be 

supported. 

Teachers also said that adequate furniture, equipment, and materials (n=8) 

should be provided. Additionally, as a weakness, some teachers reported a lack of 

activity materials (n=7) and toys (n=6). They especially focused on the amount of 

time spent changing lesson plans to compensate for missing materials. Although 

lighting and temperature were given by some teachers as a positive aspect, nine 

teachers said that dark rooms and poor lighting were problem; another four teachers 

said the heating system was inadequate. One teacher said that the windows were too 

high so the classroom was dark and gloomy. Teachers felt that dark and cold 

classrooms were not attractive and had a negative impact on the students. Two 

teachers said that their classrooms were in the basement and the ceilings were too 

high, resulting in poor acoustics and too much noise in the classroom. 

In the interviews, several teachers (n=6) said that if the weakness was related to 

the features of the physical environment such as a small movement area, they could 

do nothing. However, two teachers stated that they could rearrange chairs or tables; 

one of these teachers said that she would push the tables and chairs back to create 

more space. Other teachers (n=3) explained that moving chairs and tables, changing 

the plan, using materials sequentially, and dividing students into groups were only 

temporary solutions and they would face similar problems the next day. If the 

weakness was furniture and equipment, teachers said that they could solve this in 

different ways. Fi

parents to buy materials. Furthermore, teachers said that they could use their own 

supply of materials (n=6), change their lesson plan (n=2), or use materials 

sequentially (n=1). 

For all weaknesses in the physical environment, most teachers (n=6) said that 

they could communicate with the school administration, and others said that they 
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could discuss their problems with the parents (n=4). In terms of the remedies that 

could be undertaken by the school administration in the teaching rooms, they 

focused on creating a new classroom (n=2) or re-planning the existing classroom 

(n=5). Some teachers (n=7) stressed that the administration should consider the 

capacity of the classroom when students register for school.  Six teachers said that the 

school administration could buy more materials, and others (n=3) thought that the 

administration should use the money collected from parents for preschool 

classrooms. They (n=3) also said that the school administration could ask teachers 

and parents for ideas to resolve the problems. Some teachers (n=3) stated that in 

schools, the administration could do whatever they wanted. There were teachers 

(n=4) who said that they could do nothing weaknesses.  

When teachers were asked who could find a solution to the weaknesses of 

classrooms, apart from teachers and the school administration and parents, they 

named the Ministry of National Education (MONE) and the General Directorate of 

Preschool Education, other school personnel, parents, students, nongovernmental 

organizations, and publishers. Some teachers (n=9) stated that the Ministry of 

National Education would supply additional resources. Furthermore, according to 

teachers (n=2), personnel in the school such as office staff could help solve the 

problems. For example, two teachers said these people could repair equipment or 

photocopy worksheets for activities. Moreover, half the teachers (n=18) claimed that 

parents could contribute to resolving the lack of resources in the classroom, and one 

teacher said that students could bring materials from home. Finally, according to a 

teacher, nongovernmental organizations and publishers could supply materials and 

equipment.  

Conclusions and Recommendations 

Teacher characteristics are an important factor, including the relationship 

between teaching experience and classroom management. It was reported that 

teachers faced many problems in terms of classroom management during the first 

years of teaching, but experienced teachers could manage their classrooms more 

effectively and easily (Tezcan & Demir, 2006). In fact, the characteristics of the 

teacher are an important factor for classroom management at all grade levels (Ritter 

& Hancock, 2007). The extent of the te

difference in their responses to the questions in this study.  

According to the findings of this study, it was mostly public school teachers who 

stressed that the profiles of the students influenced classroom management. These 

teachers said that the socioeconomic status of students was important. Furthermore, 

teachers said that parents with low socioeconomic levels did not care for their 

children, which 

behavior. 

The findings of the study showed that physical environment of the classroom was 

influential in terms of classroom management. The strengths of the classroom 

support positive behaviors of the students and effective management by teachers. 

However, the inadequacies can contribute to disruptive behavior, reduction in 

motivation and attention in the students, and have a detrimental effect on the energy 
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level of the teacher and their ability to manage the class. In the literature, it was 

reported that in early childhood classrooms, a good physical environment in the 

classroom could prevent disruptive behavior and support classroom management in 

various ways (Bullard, 2009). This study demonstrates that the teachers recognized 

the influence of the physical environment on classroom management.   

Many of the teachers agreed that the movement area and class size were the most 

significant points since they affect other areas of classroom management. In this 

study teachers said that fewer students and larger moveme

enthusiasm and satisfaction, positively affect teacher-student interaction and 

to and involvement in learning 

activities. The literature supports this finding (Finn & Achilles, 1990). However, some 

teachers stated that if the classroom was too large this could create classroom 

management problems because the teacher may not be able to adequately maintain 

control. Although the literature did not mention the negative influence of large 

classrooms, the appropriate ratios of the movement area to class size were stressed 

(Blatchford, Moriarty, Edmonds & Martin, 2002).  

This study presents important information about the general perceptions of a 

cohort of early childhood education teachers about the physical environment and its 

influence on classroom management. Consequently, this research may help develop 

, helping them in the administration, delivery 

and application of teaching/learning activities. Moreover, teachers may be 

encouraged to work closer with the administration of the school and specialists in 

order to reorganize the physical environment.  

The findings of this study also have implications for school administrators who 

need to find ways to provide the necessary support for teachers to manage their 

classes more successfully and for teacher education programs both in initial and in-

service training. Several teachers in this study did not know what they could do to 

improve the physical environment or whom they should contact for help. Others 

were not fully aware of the factors that affected classroom management. Teacher-

training departments, especially those involved in early childhood education, should 

place more importance on classroom management and physical environment by 

Classroom Management 

in Early Childhood Education. -service courses also should be run to support 

teachers working in schools, especially those with particular problems in the physical 

environment of the early education centers. In addition to teacher education 

programs, the Ministry of National Education should consider the significance of the 

physical environment on the classroom management practices of early childhood 

education teachers and work toward modifying existing premises and plan more 

appropriate new buildings for the early education of students. 

This study could be developed by evaluating the perceptions of a more diverse 

and representative sample of early education teachers and schools. Furthermore, to 

create a wider picture of the issue, observations of classroom practice can be 

combined with the semi-structured interview method.  
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Appendix A 

Interview Schedule   

1. How long have you been working as a teacher? 

2. Which educational institution and department did you graduate from? 

3. Do you work in a public or private school? 

4. What is the total number of children on the school roll?  

5. Which age group do you teach in the school? 

6. How many children are there in your class? 

7. Can you describe physical environment of your classroom (pictures on the wall, 

materials, etc.)? 

8. In your opinion, what are the factors that influence classroom management 

(such as the effect on activities of large/small movement area or crowded 

classroom)? 

9. Can you explain the effect on activities of physical arrangement of classroom? 

10. What interest areas do you have in your classroom? How do you use them? 

11. In your opinion, what are the strengths of physical environment of your 

classroom? Please give your reasons for your answer. 

12. What are the weaknesses of physical environment of your classroom? Please 

give your reasons for your answer. In your opinion, how do these weaknesses 

influence your teaching and your students learning? 

13. What can be done to remedy these weaknesses? 

a. By the teacher? 

b. By the school board? 

c. By others? 

14. What are your suggestions for improving of your the physical environment of 

your classroom? 

15. How does physical arrangement of the classroom influence teacher-children 

interaction? How would you change it? 

16. Do you have any other ideas on this subject? 
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