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Abstract  
 

Our schools are the headquarters of arguably the most important work there is, which is to educate children and 

prepare them to be happy, successful community members. This work should be done in spaces that look and feel 

good, supporting and amplifying the academic and emotional growth that goes on inside these spaces. Rather than 
focusing our attention on just test scores and curriculum design, we must rethink the way we design and use our 

school spaces.  The aesthetic elements of our schools matter, and by revamping the way our schools look and feel, 
we can directly impact our students’ academic and emotional growth. This is also true for the way we think about 

and use our learning spaces. By incorporating more movement throughout the school day and pushing the learning 

process beyond the classroom walls, we provide students with a dynamic learning environment that offers practical 
learning experiences and diverse spaces for social, emotional, and intellectual maturation.  
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Introduction 
 

Drab colors, cold concrete halls, and humming fluorescent lights all seem designed to sap the creativity and 

personality out of humanity. Some might argue that this visual effect is ideal for prisons, but would anyone argue 

that it is appropriate for schools? With all we know about learning, why do our schools still look like crap? Without 

a doubt, the physical environment of a space impacts the way people feel inside that space. The way people feel 

inside a space impacts what they can and can not do inside the space. We must ensure that our schools are physical 

spaces that prepare students for success.  By being intentional and creative about the aesthetics of our schools, and 

harnessing the potential of our learning spaces inside and outside the classroom, we can improve the academic and 

emotional wellbeing of our students. 
 

Aesthetics  
 

Schools should be physical spaces that take the emotionality of students and teachers into consideration. Education 

is a human experience built upon the sharing of ideas and experiences among people. Naturally, this exchange is 

impacted by the emotions of teachers and students.  Teachers who are emotionally regulated form better 

relationships with their students and are more engaging, while students who feel happy, confident, and safe are 

more receptive to the learning process. When we think about improving our schools, this humanistic element of 

education often gets overlooked, with the priority placed instead on data, curriculum, and outcomes. In the last few 

decades, we have gained a better understanding of why the human elements of education, especially emotion, are 

so important. Once thought of as something that interfered with learning, we now understand that emotion is a 

necessary, fundamental piece of the learning process. In fact, the neural process of cognition, or acquiring 

knowledge, is not possible without emotion (Immordino-Yang, 2015). Emotions impact our ability to form 

meaningful relationships and research shows that positive interpersonal relationships in school lead to greater 

academic engagement and overall school satisfaction (Connell & Klem, 2004). Because education is an 

interpersonal, shared human experience, the relationship between students and teachers is a crucial factor in 

creating a positive school experience.  
 

By making schools visually uplifting and engaging spaces that foster positive emotions, we can create more 

positive school experiences for students and teachers. Although the physical aesthetic of the school space is not 

dependent upon human relationships, it is a factor that helps foster these essential connections in schools and can 

support the emotional wellbeing of students and teachers. The lighting, wall colors, and use of meaningful wall 

decor are three aesthetic elements that deserve our attention in schools and make a positive impact.   
 

Arguably, the lighting in schools is the most important aesthetic element, because it directly impacts our biological 

human functioning (Wurtman, 1975). Traditionally, school buildings have been fitted with fluorescent lighting, 

which studies suggest may increase student hyperactivity and anxiety (Wilkins & Winterbottom, 2009). Ideally, our 
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schools should incorporate as much natural daylight as possible, and use LED lighting that can be controlled via 

lamps or dimmers when needed. Research suggests that LED lighting increases student engagement, focus, and 

positive behavior (Kanakri & Morrow, 2018).   

It comes as no surprise that teachers are not immune to these benefits. Studies have found that teachers prefer 

daylight to be the primary light source in their classrooms, and also like to have control over the lighting sources 

and levels (Wilkins & Winterbottom, 2009).  
 

In addition to the lighting in schools, the color used in the physical space is another essential aesthetic element.  

This begins with the colors on the walls and extends to the colors of chosen furniture, accessories, and decor. There 

is plenty of research on color theory strengthening the connection between color and human emotion.  Although 

both the theoretical and empirical research in this area is still considered new and underdeveloped (Elliott, 2015), 

there is consensus that color evokes emotion in humans, which is why our schools should be colorful spaces. 

Specific colors impact individual people and their emotions differently, which is one benefit of using a variety of 

colors within the school space. Some studies have shown that pale colors were perceived by students as more calm 

and pleasant than vivid colors.  Moreover, the color blue was found to put students in a more positive emotional 

state than other colors (Al-Ayash et al., 2015).  Aside from the impact of color on emotion, other studies have 

highlighted a link between colored walls and overall academic success (Ogita & Pothong, 2021). Too much color 

can pull students into the distraction zone but a palette of two-three complimentary colors can provide subtle 

interest and personality. The color, textures, and patterns of school furniture and decor can unify and enhance the 

palette and offer another avenue for more appealing school spaces. For example, simply adding rugs and pillows to 

a classroom can convey comfort and expression. 
 

Color and lighting are not the only aspects of school interiors that require revision.  We should also be intentional 

about using meaningful and motivational wall decor. It is the twenty-first century and our students’ Minecraft 

addled brains do not want to look at a cork bulletin board of poorly cutout apples with kitschy slogans haphazardly 

pasted on them. The words and images on school walls provide another avenue for conveying important messages 

to students throughout the school day, and these should be both motivational and educational messages. But we 

cannot overdo it. Some studies have found that students in heavily decorated classrooms were more easily 

distracted (Fisher et al., 2014), which is why wall decor must not be superfluous and designed to either motivate or 

educate. One powerful and effective technique is to post motivational quotes from people connected to the 

academic subject throughout the classroom. Inspirational quotes can foster positivity and comfort in the classroom, 

as well as help students think about themselves and their own lives in new ways (Price-Mitchell, 2018). The visual 

aspect and location of these displays are important. It can be the most inspirational quote in the world but if it looks 

like crap, who is it inspiring? Large lettering, diverse fonts, and incorporation of iconography can accentuate the 

meaning of the most mundane mantras. For example, designing a math corner with multiplication charts, common 

formulas, and divisibility rule reminders can get students out of their seats and interacting with the decor as part of 

their learning process.   
 

Attention to these three elements rarely goes unnoticed. Students quickly recognize the uniqueness of schools that 

incorporate more natural lighting, diverse colors, and expressive decor, and the difference they feel in these spaces 

can inspire a new mindset towards their school experience. This is especially true for students who have struggled 

in previous schools.  By designing novel, engaging, and comfortable spaces, we break the traditional visual 

paradigm, enabling all students to start fresh with a positive mindset about learning.  
  

Redefining the Classroom 
 

Even if we give schools an aesthetic facelift, the classroom can still be a constricting and sedentary space jam 

packed with teenagers who must slither/chafe their way out of fixed desks on their way to the bathroom. Teacher 

shortages lead to larger class sizes, which exacerbates the space problem to the point where our classrooms have 

become silos for stockpiling children. Solving this problem starts with redefining the classroom space by using 

flexibility and innovation to reimagine the ways we use our classrooms.  By removing the spatial limitations and 

physical restrictions we place on students, we can create a new image of the classroom that offers expansive 

opportunities for both academic and emotional student growth through diverse learning environments and physical 

movement.   
 

One solution is outdoor classrooms. The data reveals that outdoor learning improves students' emotional wellbeing, 

confidence, behavior, academic achievement, and interest in learning (Meighan & Rubenstein, 2018; Taylor & 

Kuo, 2008).  Outdoor learning can also positively impact the attention levels of students with disabilities, as well as 

increase teacher wellbeing and interest in teaching (Guardino et al., 2019). Studies that tracked student cognition in 

outdoor classrooms show that it can prompt higher-level learning on Bloom’s taxonomy, particularly the analysis 

and problem-solving tiers (Stetson, 1991; Kutsunai, 1994; Waliczek et al., 2003). Similar studies have shown that 

spending time outside can improve working memory, cognitive flexibility, and ability to control attention (Weir, 

2020). In addition to this cognitive growth, students immersed in outdoor classrooms become more knowledgeable 

about the environment and their role in the environment (Francis, 1997).  
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By taking learning outdoors, we also take advantage of the many therapeutic benefits of nature. From the soothing 

effects of nature's sounds to the sun’s ability to improve mood, contact with nature improves emotional wellbeing, 

increases happiness, reduces stress levels, and nurtures more positive social interactions (Weir, 2020).  
 

But what do the students think about outdoor learning? A study of Kindergarten student perceptions of outdoor 

learning indicated that most students wanted at least some outdoor learning during a normal school day. Half of the 

kindergarteners interviewed preferred outdoor classrooms over indoor classrooms (Guardino et al., 2019). An 

analysis of elementary students' written responses not only revealed that outdoor learning produced positive 

attitudes toward learning math and science, but that students also found outdoor classes fun, novel, interesting, and 

enjoyable (Waliczek et al., 2003).  A survey of 133 middle school students that participated in outdoor learning 

found that students felt comfortable outside and outdoor learning evoked positive emotions (Stroud Water Research 

Center, 2021). Other research on middle school students’ opinions showed high levels of support for outdoor 

science learning, especially when they were involved in designing their outdoor classrooms (Burnett, 2021). 

Students across grade levels share positive views about outdoor learning. 
 

With these many benefits, there are also some caveats. Some students may not attribute the growth that occurs 

during outdoor learning to the outdoor setting. As such, outdoor learning should be accompanied by teacher-led 

student reflection (Sjöblom & Svens, 2019).  Additional barriers to utilizing outdoor spaces include a lack of 

resources, class sizes, weather conditions, teacher experience, and test-focused administrative policies (Davies & 

Hamilton, 2018).  Even so, outdoor learning offers students and educators a less physically restrictive environment 

where impactful learning and social-emotional growth can occur. 
 

Funding conditions, administrative policies, and school location may limit opportunities for outdoor learning, but 

there are ways to diversify the learning environment without leaving the confines of the school building. Physical 

movement when linked with sound pedagogical practice can improve student engagement, behavior, health, and 

performance (Zeng et al., 2017; Daly-Smith et al., 2018; Reilly et al., 2012). Collaborative stations, standing desk 

options, and activities that encourage hand-eye coordination energize the learning experience and allow students to 

experience the physical space of the classroom from multiple perspectives and dimensions. Hallways are often 

underutilized spaces for learning and movement. These single-file sanctuaries provide extra floor and wall space 

for project-based learning and learning activities that involve physical movement. They can also serve as an 

alternative seating option for students who need a break from whole-class stimulation. Rather than thinking of the 

hallway as a separate space where kids go to get in trouble or waste time, teachers can begin to think of the hallway 

as an extension of their classroom, one that provides more learning space and opportunities.  
 

Just as important as the various spaces used for learning are the times and spaces used for students to reset and 

recharge.  Recess and other physical breaks during the day help students get moving, stay regulated, and develop 

social-emotional and problem-solving skills (London, 2015). It is important that we protect the “free play” element 

of recess, and also provide enough structure to ensure that all students are included and have a positive experience. 

Teachers should play an active role during recess and other breaks during the day, rather than thinking of their job 

as passive supervisors, solely focused on safety. These breaks provide a great opportunity for teachers to have 

meaningful conversations with students in an effort to make stronger connections. They are also a great time to help 

students strengthen their connections with each other and improve their conflict-resolution skills. Ideally, teachers 

participate in the occasional game of four-square or challenge the lonely kid to a game of one-on-one, thus 

modeling the many benefits of recess. 
 

The physical movement aspect of recess and other breaks, such as SPARK breaks (Ratey, 2008), directly supports 

students’ academic and social-emotional growth. Once thought of as two separate things, research on embodied 

cognition has shown the essential, integrated relationship between the human body and mind. Studies have shown 

that aerobic exercise specifically impacts executive functioning more than other cognitive processes (Chandler et 

al. 2018). Executive functioning includes skills such as reasoning, attention, emotional control, and time 

management, all of which are necessary for students to engage in both academic and social-emotional learning. By 

getting our students out of their seats and active during the day, both during class and during breaks, we are helping 

them grow in many important ways.   
 

Extending the Classroom Into the Community 
 

Reimagining the aesthetics of schools and redefining the classroom de-institutionalizes and diversifies the 

educational experience, but these changes do not provide students with practical and experiential examples of 

abstract classroom concepts. Nor do they introduce students to the professional, demographic, and environmental 

diversity of their community. For that, we need to extend the classroom outside the physical walls of the school 

building and go beyond the linear teacher-student pedagogical exchange. We must treat the community as the 

classroom and community members as teachers. By expanding the physical space of our schools into the greater 

community, our students receive more opportunities for academic and emotional growth and gain valuable 

perspective that transcends their school experience.  
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For example, social studies teachers can stress the importance of understanding and participating in local politics in 

a classroom setting, but this is less impactful than meeting with a local politician, attending a town hall, or visiting 

a state Capitol. By converting the abstract local politician into a real person and letting students listen to politically 

engaged citizens, we create political engagement through real life experiences.  

Similarly, students that engage in service learning at an elder care facility learn to be helpful community members 

and are exposed to diversity, which in turn may contextualize their own experiences. According to the Partnership 

for 21st Century Skills, a group of major businesses and education organizations, “The education system faces 

irrelevance unless we bridge the gap between how students live and how they learn” (Partnership for 21st Century 

Skills, 2002). In other words, students need practical real world examples and experiences. Consequently, these 

practical interactions help facilitate their emotional and academic development, fulfilling the mission of education. 
 

Many scholars have outlined the benefits of community engagement and service learning. Students are more 

motivated, become more invested in their communities, and gain beneficial nonacademic skills (Deans 2000; Bryk 

et al.,2010; McLeod, 2017). Service learning also cultivates better academic outcomes (RMC Research 

Corporation, 2007; Billig, Root, & Jesse, 2005).  Moreover, increasing community engagement and adding an 

ethical reasoning component has been shown to improve students’ sociomoral awareness and their willingness to 

think ethically during decision-making processes (Leming, 2001). Community engagement also provides 

opportunities to expose students to diverse people, traditions, and perspectives. When we break the barrier between 

the classroom and the community, we teach students that education is not confined to the physical spaces of the 

school building and encourage them to treat their community as a laboratory for learning.  
 

The community benefits too. Redefining the community as a classroom encourages community members, 

organizations, and parents to become active participants in the educational development of children. It creates more 

teacher-parent collaboration, a better understanding of curricula, avenues for local fundraising, and the potential for 

the school to become a community center. Another subtle yet potent benefit of increasing community engagement 

is that we give our students opportunities to share their knowledge. We so often focus on pedagogy, but how often 

do we think about andragogy? When students become teachers, they offer increased awareness and understanding 

of youth culture, slang, fads, and novel technology. Adults, in turn, become better equipped to deal with future 

societal changes when they are already familiar with the social, cultural, and technical milieu of the younger 

generations. How many of our intergenerational family gatherings feature moments when the teenager is called on 

to teach grandma how to save a contact, FaceTime, or screenshot something from social media? Students are better 

at navigating and utilizing evolving technology than older generations, and this dexterity makes them effective 

digital translators. They are able to teach adults the meaning of an emoji, inform them about changes in the media 

landscape, and educate them about the implications and applications of emerging AI technologies. Student-driven 

andragogy is vital to maintaining economically and socially adaptive communities. Bringing the classroom to the 

community and the community to the classroom is a mutually beneficial exercise. The students benefit from service 

learning and community engagement, while the community becomes more involved by supporting and educating 

future citizens. 
 

Conclusion 
 

There is no shortage of conversation about the importance of improving education, and there are plenty of different 

perspectives about the best way to do this.  It makes sense to start with the physical school space and to rethink the 

ways we can intentionally and meaningfully use our learning spaces to best serve our school communities.  One 

way is by creating school spaces that are aesthetically designed to enhance the emotional wellbeing of students and 

teachers. This effort communicates a powerful message to all members of the school community, showing students, 

teachers, and families that we value the important work that occurs in our schools. We can also change the way we 

define and use learning spaces by creating outdoor classrooms, utilizing other interior spaces, and encouraging 

physical movement. Service learning and community engagement enable us to use our localities as learning spaces, 

thereby extending the classroom experience beyond the confines of school buildings and property. It is imperative 

that all of these efforts are done to work towards what we truly believe school should be, which is a place designed 

to improve the academic and emotional wellbeing of students.  
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