Chapter 5 ®)
Schools as Positive Environments Check for

Sabine Pirchio and Ylenia Passiatore

Abstract School environments can be regarded as the ‘third educator’, in addition
to educators and peers. When focusing on the physical context of schools, we should
consider environmental characteristics such as the presence of outdoor natural green
spaces as well as indoor environmental quality, which includes classroom listening
conditions or overcrowding. Natural environments have the capability to motivate
and encourage child learning at school and are especially important for students with
concentration problems or attention deficit. Natural environments can also reduce the
stress affecting students’ learning process. If outdoor spaces are relevant for shaping
the students’ learning and personal development, the importance of indoor settings,
where students spend most of their day, is indisputable. When exploring the school
as a developmental setting, one cannot avoid considering the role of interpersonal
relationships in shaping the environment and, therefore, the experience that students
derive from this process. The specific mechanisms linking environmental qualities,
socio-relational processes, and behavioral and psychological outcomes need further
investigation. First, it would be useful to identify which features of schools’ physical
settings influence relational processes and social interactions which, in turn, con-
tribute to student development. Second, it would be important to identify the nature
of the relationship between physical and social environments in order to design edu-
cational settings in a way that fosters positive relationships and an optimal learning
experience.
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When we close our eyes and think of our experience as schoolchildren, we certainly
remember, more clearly than the contents of the books we studied, the smell and
the light of our classroom, the colors of the walls, the shape of the garden, the
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arrangement of the desks where our classmates sat, the fun we had playing during
the break, and the voice of our teacher explaining, helping, and maybe praising.

All these memories include physical aspects of the place we went to every day for
years, together with the social relationships we established with significant peers and
adults: they both contribute to characterizing students’ experience at school. In this
chapter, we summarize the literature about them in order to identify those features
which make school a positive environment.

5.1 School Spaces as Positive Environments

Educators are, undisputedly, the most influential actors on the educational stage.
However, in addition to their importance, the physical characteristics of the environ-
ments where the activities of children and educators/teachers take place represent a
crucial factor for the quality of educational institutions. School environments can in
fact be regarded as the ‘third educator’, in addition to educators and peers: studies in
the field of environmental psychology have emphasized the role of the socio-physical
environment in human psychological processes, behavior, and well-being (Bechtel
& Tsertsman, 2002). When focusing on the physical context of schools, we should
consider environmental characteristics such as the presence of outdoor natural green
spaces as well as indoor environmental quality, which includes classroom listening
conditions or overcrowding. Working in high quality environments improves stu-
dents’ and teachers’ well-being and productivity. Teaching styles (Horne-Martin,
2002) and students’ learning (Earthman, 2004; Schneider, 2002) are related to the
physical environment of schools, which is able to shape teacher-child relationships
and activities (Waters & Maynard, 2010). Therefore, is it worth examining the rela-
tionship between schools’ environmental characteristics and their cognitive, physical,
social-emotional, and personal benefits for children.

5.1.1 Outdoor Natural Environment

Natural environments have the capability to motivate and encourage child learning
at school (Johnson, 2007) and are especially important for students with concentra-
tion problems or deficit of attention. Natural environments can also reduce the stress
affecting students’ learning process (Ozer, 2007). In fact, some environments—called
restorative environments—are more able than others to promote physical and psycho-
logical benefits. Generally speaking, a restorative environment promotes recovery
after a psychological or emotional breakdown due to a stressful day, allowing indi-
viduals to regenerate after a long activity requiring strong commitment. These events
make individuals deplete their own resources to maintain and increase their adapta-
tion to the environment. Problems in renewing these resources may lead to serious
consequences for enacting planned actions and for subjective well-being and phys-
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ical health (Hartig, 2004). Attention Restoration Theory (ART; Kaplan & Kaplan,
1989) and Stress Recovery Theory (SRT; Ulrich, 1983) explain how restorative envi-
ronments work. ART assumes that four environmental characteristics—fascination,
being away, extent, and compatibility—are involved in direct attention recovery.
Natural environments more easily afford this experience. SRT focuses on the imme-
diate emotional reaction to environmental stimuli. Psychological restoration should
occur through viewing environmental scenes, fostering feelings of mild to moderate
interest, pleasantness, and calm, thus reducing the surveillance level and parasym-
pathetic nervous system stimulation. Viewing natural environments facilitates rapid
recovery from stressful events by allowing the individual to replace negative with
positive feelings. Psychological restoration is a crucial need for students at school
because, in educational environments, children are usually exposed to many stressful
factors (Shield & Dockrell, 2003) while needing attention to face important cognitive
(Evans & Hygge, 2007) and relational demands (Abbas & Othman, 2010). Natural
environments may moderate the impact of stressful life events for children (Carrus,
Passiatore, Pirchio, & Scopelliti, 2015; Wells & Evans, 2003).

The use of natural environments to enrich the academic curriculum and integrate
the standard teaching programs has a positive impact on students’ learning out-
comes in several subjects compared to traditional schools (Graham, Beall, Lussier,
McLaughlin, & Zidenberg-Cherr, 2005; Ozer, 2007). Outdoor environments are an
important factor in the improvement of students’ learning: the school could use
available green spaces not only for children’s play activities but also to provide out-
door learning opportunities through learning by hearing, seeing, tasting, smelling,
touching, and feeling (Dyment, 2005). In this way, teamwork with other students,
inspiration to learn, behavioral engagement, responsibility, and self-esteem (Ozer,
2007) grow along with students’ achievement. Also, given that movement has been
described as one of the most natural and powerful modes of learning for young chil-
dren, the presence of green spaces in the school setting is important because it gives
them the possibility to move freely (Bilton, 2002). The Forest School movement is
widespread in several North European countries, especially at the Primary School
level. This is an educational approach where children engage in regular, repeated out-
door learning activities facilitated by a qualified forest school leader (Knight, 2009).
Forest school practitioners find learning more enjoyable, motivating (Nundy, 2001),
and memorable (Dillon et al., 2006; Peacock, 2006). This setting boosts students’ per-
sonal, social, and emotional development (Harris, 2017; Mirrahimi, Tawil, Abdullah,
Surat, & Usman, 2011). Also, other studies point out that green schools positively
affect responsibility, patience, appreciation for relationships, self-esteem, and self-
confidence (Bowker & Tearle, 2004). Students have the opportunity to learn signifi-
cant social skills, cooperation, group work, and persistence (Bell & Dyment, 2008).
Contact with nature promotes social relationships starting from infancy, improving
emotional self-regulation and positive behaviors (Carrus et al., 2015; Taylor, Kuo,
& Sullivan, 2002).

Experiences in green spaces are also important for effective environmental educa-
tion—knowledge and attitudes—and consequently, for pro-environmental behaviors
and sustainable lifestyle choices (Chawla, 2009; Pretty et al., 2009). Environmental
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knowledge and pro-environmental attitudes are highly interconnected and the use and
management of outdoor spaces proposed at school by adults (most of all by teach-
ers) influences children’s environmental attitudes (Malone & Tranter, 2003). In fact,
along with internal factors such as knowledge, values, and attitudes, stimuli arising
from the immediate environment shape students’ environmental behaviors (Asunta,
2004; Lukman, Lozano, Vamberger, & Krajnc, 2013). Environmental education at
school could therefore help students change their behaviors, enhancing their envi-
ronmental awareness and willingness to adopt pro-environmental behaviors (Boyes,
Skamp, & Stanisstreet, 2009).

5.1.2 Indoor Environments

If outdoor spaces are relevant for shaping the students’ learning and personal devel-
opment, the importance of indoor settings, where students spend most of their day,
is indisputable. Several studies have demonstrated that working or studying in good
and comfortable indoor environmental conditions enhances well-being, satisfaction,
productivity, and learning. The importance of improving the environmental condi-
tions of educational buildings is related to the amount of time spent by children in
school. Factors such as air quality, thermal comfort, and acoustic performance are
often taken into account as parameters for assessing indoor conditions.

Appropriate ventilation can be guaranteed in naturally ventilated classrooms
instead of using air conditioning systems. The importance of maintaining adequate
indoor air quality in schools is recognized as a contributing factor in pupils’ learning
performance (Fisk, 2000). According to a recent study (De Giuli, Da Pos, & De Carli,
2012), windows are often not left open long enough to provide proper ventilation
(the ventilation design should have the capability to deliver 8 /s per person) and car-
bon dioxide (CO,) concentration levels tend to be high (they should be lower than
1500 ppm while the classroom is being used). Mumovic et al. (2009) also collected
data with semi-structured interviews with teachers and revealed that working in these
conditions caused them persistent headaches. Usually, teachers open the windows
only during breaks and not during lessons, which increases these risk conditions.
Also, the temperature perceived by students during the lessons is important because
it can impact performance. The number of hours the classroom is used per day, the
classroom’s crowding level, and students’ behavior are factors to be considered as
influencing ventilation condition.

Air quality, light conditions, acoustic performance, and thermal comfort are inter-
related parameters to consider for students’ well-being and performance.

Concerning light conditions, window size and lighting systems are often improp-
erly designed, which makes it impossible to reach the minimum illuminance values
(300 Ix). Light conditions also vary according to the school’s surroundings: houses,
public parks, or traffic. In fact, teachers tend not to open the windows when there is
heavy traffic because of the bad smells and noise. Acoustical conditions play a major
role in learning process especially for younger pupils: in fact, their ability to perceive
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and understand spoken messages under adverse listening conditions is lower than in
adolescents and adults. Exposure to noisy conditions may have harmful effects on
children’s learning and well-being at school. Experts recommend that reverberation
times do not exceed 0.6 s for classrooms with a volume of about 250 m® and that ambi-
ent noise levels in empty rooms do not exceed 35 dB (Shield & Dockrell, 2003). In the
presence of noise, children are more easily distracted by irrelevant sounds than adults
and thus less able to focus their attention on the task (Gumenyuk, Korzyukov, Alho,
Escera, & Naatanen, 2004). In these adverse listening conditions, more cognitive
resources are required by children to decode speech signals and process information.
In this regard, Klatte, Meis, Sukowski, and Schick (2007) show that primary school
children exposed to long reverberation perform worse in a phonological processing
task than children from classrooms with short reverberation. Chronic exposure to
noise also has a negative impact on cognitive function, oral language acquisition
(Maxwell & Evans, 2000), and reading development; later on, this hinders written
language acquisition (Evans & Hygge, 2007).

In conclusion, it must be considered that both outdoor and indoor conditions
affect teaching and child learning and well-being. Creating adequate conditions in the
environment where instruction takes place also means improving students’ learning
and health in the long term.

5.2 Positive Relationships at School

A long tradition of psychology research confirms the importance of interpersonal
relationships for human development and well-being. From an ecological perspective
of individual development (Bronfenbrenner, 1979), relationships are components of
the microsystem, the proximal ecological environment where individuals have a
direct experience of the world, make mental representations of it, and act.

When exploring the school as a developmental setting, one cannot avoid consider-
ing the role of interpersonal relationships in shaping the environment and, therefore,
the experience that students derive from this process. Even if relationships can be
collectively created among all of the school’s social actors (students, teachers, the
principal, non-educational staff, volunteering parents, etc.), the psychological and
educational literature looking for the basis of student’s achievement, development,
and well-being has focused on three particular types of relationships, located in stu-
dents’ microsystem and mesosystem, which we discuss in the following sections:
the teacher-student and the teacher-parent relationships.

5.2.1 The Teacher-Student Relationship

In the learning process, the role of the teacher has always been an indisputable
variable: the teacher’s knowledge of the content, mastery of teaching strategies, and
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ability to translate them into activities are doubtlessly a fundamental part of the
teaching/learning process.

Besides this, the psychological literature in the last 30 years has focused on a
different aspect of the teaching process: the role of the teacher-student relationship.
In fact, this relationship can be regarded as an ecological environment where the
student develops knowledge, competences, and an image of him/herself as a student.
This impacts on the student’s academic success and psychological well-being.

A positive teacher-student relationship is defined as being warm and close, and
having low levels of conflict (Driscoll, Wang, Mashburn, & Pianta, 2011). Such a
relational experience since the beginning of the child’s school life is linked with
positive academic and social outcomes, both short- and long-term (e.g. Pianta et al.,
2005), promoting the child’s assumption of his/her role as a student and the fulfillment
of the demands attached to this role (Hamre & Pianta, 2001).

In the framework of the ecological paradigm of human development, a posi-
tive relationship with the teacher provides the student with the scaffolding and the
emotional support needed to acquire new abilities, while also affording a space to
autonomously express and use the abilities that he/she already possesses, thus man-
aging in a flexible way the balance of power between the expert and the novice
(Bronfenbrenner, 1979). A clear example of this process is represented by the
teacher’s communicative behavior with young children and its role in fostering lan-
guage learning (Girolametto, Hoaken, Weitzman, & van Lieshout, 2000; Taeschner,
2005).

This is an important topic for two main reasons: the increasing tendency to bring
forward the child’s first school experience at an early age—a critical or sensitive
period for language learning—and the increasing number of non-native children in
preschool and primary school who have poor second language competences.

Some research experiences involving the use of the narrative format approach
(Taeschner, 2005) show the importance of the communicative relationship between
teacher and students for language learning and social integration in various school
contexts. The narrative format is a theoretical and practical language teaching model
widely used in Europe for first, second, and foreign language learning. Its main
theoretical stance is that, since language is a tool for communication and relation-
ships, it is best learned and should be taught in an authentic and rich relational
framework; consequently, teachers pay special attention to the use of positive ver-
bal and non-verbal communication strategies to place students in an interactional
structure characterized by mutual understanding and turn taking. This method has
been shown to be effective in promoting foreign language learning in preschool
and primary school. Importantly, in such settings, children’s language performance
has been found to depend on the teacher’s communication (Taeschner, 2005): the
teacher’s sensitivity to the children’s focus of attention, communicative turns, and
emotional state, together with his/her use of nonverbal communication, create the
best context for learning a foreign language. Significant outcomes were also found
when using the narrative format to teach a second language to adolescent immigrant
students: the program fostered language learning and also promoted positive feelings
about the new country and was associated with better academic achievement at the
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end of the school year (Taeschner, Rinaldi, Tagliatatela, & Pirchio, 2008). The use of
the narrative format in a framework of inclusive education in multicultural primary
schools showed a positive effect on the social climate of the classroom: the native
children who participated in the intervention program together with their immigrant
classmates improved their level of interethnic relationships, while the opposite trend
was observed in a comparable control classroom (Pirchio et al., 2017).

Promisingly, this line of research has also highlighted how the teacher-student
relationship is grounded on specific communicative actions involving sensitivity to
the child’s needs and behaviors (Ansari & Pianta, 2018; Girolametto et al., 2000)
and flexibility in using activities and verbal and non-verbal communication (Pirchio
et al., 2017; Taeschner, Destino, & Pirchio, 2016).

5.2.2 The Home-School Relationship

The relationship between the two environments where children grow up and develop
can be considered from the meso-system perspective: the ecological properties of
the child’s developmental environment depend on the quality of the relationships
between two microsystems. In this framework, parental involvement in the child’s
school experience and its role in promoting adjustment and success is a major topic.
In the literature, several types of parental involvement have been identified. For
example, Hill and Tyson (2009) conceptualize three forms of parental involvement
at school: a school-based involvement including participation in events occurring
at school (meeting teachers, special events, volunteering); a home-based involve-
ment including helping with homework, proposing cultural activities such as going
to libraries or museums, and making books and newspapers available at home; and
performing academic socialisation by making explicit their expectations about the
child’s education and how they value education, establishing connections with the job
world, stimulating professional aspirations, discussing learning styles and strategies,
and planning an educational program for the future. Of course, these types of involve-
ment can be more influential in different developmental stages: for example, helping
with homework may be useful in primary school, while establishing connections with
the professional world and future jobs may make a difference in high school. Parental
involvement has an impact on the child’s school achievement, even in the long run
(Arnold, Zeljo, Doctoroff, & Ortiz, 2008), and also on the child’s socio-emotional
adjustment (Mashburn & Serpell, 2011). The theme of parental engagement in chil-
dren’s education generally calls into consideration the role of school actors to involve
them and create an actual partnership with the family. In the vast majority of cases,
the teacher is the school actor committed to this task. Consequently, parental involve-
ment is the outcome of parents’ attitudes, values, and behaviors towards education
and of the interaction between parents’ and teachers’ variables. A number of parental
variables (e.g. socioeconomic level, status, education, parenting style, self-efficacy,
stress) have been linked with the level of involvement. One of these variables is cur-
rently particularly relevant for European societies: belonging to an ethnic minority
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(e.g. Mendez, Waanders, & Downer, 2007) is associated with a lower level of parental
engagement. This may be due to different causes: parents’ lower SES and education,
difficulties communicating with school staff and understanding school documents
and the academic curriculum because of poor language knowledge, and cultural dif-
ferences influencing parents’ values toward education, expectations about schooling,
and parenting (Crosnoe, 2010). These issues may create difficulties in encouraging
teachers and parents to create an educational partnership that could be beneficial for
the child’s learning and socio-psychological adjustment.

Intervening in this process was the aim of a EU-funded project involving
preschools and primary schools with multiethnic and multicultural classes in Italy,
Scotland, Switzerland, and Spain. The project promoted the inclusion of children
from an immigrant background through a multitarget model of intervention includ-
ing a teacher training program, a class-based language learning activity that adopted
the narrative format model, and an inventory of activities to be shared with parents that
allowed for different levels and structures of participation. After the project’s com-
pletion, benefits in terms of cognitive, language, and social outcomes were observed
(Arcidiacono, Padiglia, & Miserez-Caperos, 2017; Pirchio, Passiatore, Carrus, &
Taeschner, 2017; Robinson & Sorace, 2018).

5.3 Conclusion

The literature review conducted, together with our own research findings, showed
how schools provide a wide range of challenges, limitations, and resources for human
development.

Some of the first environmental psychology studies addressed the issue of the influ-
ence of the physical features of institutions on relationships and social variables and
psychological outcomes. Importantly, in assessing the environmental factors influ-
encing human behavior, the consideration of socio-environmental features instead
of simple physical environmental features could make it possible to identify relevant
psychological processes: for example, the level of crowding stress is better explained
considering social density instead of spatial density (Evans, 2003; Stokols, 1972).
Unfortunately, current psychological research addresses the role of the physical and
social features of school settings on human development and well-being separately,
with very few exceptions (Abbas & Othman, 2010; Cameron-Faulkner, Melville, &
Gattis, 2018; Carrus et al., 2015; Legendre, 1999; Read, Sugawara, & Brandt, 1999).

The specific mechanisms linking environmental qualities, socio-relational pro-
cesses, and behavioral and psychological outcomes need further investigation. Here,
we envisage two possible directions for knowledge development in this area.

First, it would be useful to identify which features of schools’ physical settings
influence relational processes and social interactions which, in turn, contribute to stu-
dent development. For instance, socio-relational processes may operate as mediating
factors linking the physical environment and psychological development outcomes.
Second, it would be important to identify the nature of the relationship between
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physical and social environments in order to design educational settings in a way
that fosters positive relationships and an optimal learning experience.
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