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ABSTRACT
As part of a two-year pre-service 
teacher education Master’s 
programme in Ireland, student 
teachers (STs) are assessed on their 
school placement modules by school 
placement tutors (SPTs) who are 
external to the school environment. In 
accordance with the Teaching Council 
(2021), school placement aims to 
develop the student teacher’s capacity 
for self-reflection with support from 
their SPTs, and affords the ST valuable 
opportunities to seek and receive 
advice in a way that is structured as 
well as supported. Within one higher 
education institution in Ireland, on 
the first school placement, STs receive 
three visits from their SPT, the first being 
non-evaluative with no grade assigned. 
The two subsequent visits are assessed 
against established college grade 
descriptors and the average equates 

to the overall placement grade. This 
small-scale study investigates the SPTs’ 
perspectives on their role throughout 
the non-evaluative visit. Of particular 
interest is the dynamic of the SPT and 
ST relationship and the nature of the 
conversation between STs and SPTs. 
A qualitative approach was adopted, 
utilising focus groups with SPTs to gain 
insights into their role in mentoring 
and supporting STs throughout this 
visit. Findings revealed differences 
between the non-evaluative and 
evaluative visits, with SPTs reporting 
that the former fostered more open 
and supportive dialogue, with STs 
more inclined to ask questions about 
elements of their practice. The study 
highlights, from the SPTs’ perspective, 
the positive impact of non-evaluative 
visits on STs’ professional growth, 
suggesting that these visits are crucial 
for fostering reflective practitioners. 
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INTRODUCTION
At a higher education institution (HEI) in 
Ireland, student teachers (STs) enrolled in 
a two-year Master’s pre-service teacher 
education programme are evaluated 
on their school placement modules by 
school placement tutors (SPTs), who 
operate outside the school setting. The 
Teaching Council (2021) and the Céim 
Standards for Initial Teacher Education 
(Teaching Council, 2020) define the 
purpose of school placements as fostering 
STs’ self-reflective abilities, supported 
by SPTs through structured guidance 
and feedback. 

The COVID-19 pandemic disrupted 
traditional placement practices in all 
institutions, creating an opportunity to 
reimagine approaches to both practice 
and assessment. In response, one HEI 
introduced a non-evaluative, formative 
assessment component into its school 
placement module, aiming to enhance 
STs’ reflective practice. Early anecdotal 
evidence suggested that this approach 
significantly supported STs in developing 
their skills of reflection and ultimately 
enhancing their practice in the classroom. 
Subsequently, the programme was 
redesigned to include a non-evaluative 
first visit by SPTs for all STs in their first 
school placement. Currently, each ST 
receives three visits from their SPT during 
their initial school placement, with the 
first visit deliberately structured as a non-
evaluative interaction without a grade or 
assessment outcome assigned.

This study explores SPTs’ perspectives on 
their role during the first, non-evaluative 
visit, focusing on the dynamics of their 
relationships with STs and the nature of 
their mentoring discussions. Specifically, it 
seeks to understand how SPTs experience 
their mentoring role, the support they 
provide, and how they perceive the 
non-assessed visit’s impact on fostering 
openness, trust and collaboration 
with STs.

LITERATURE REVIEW
During school placement, STs work with 
a college-appointed SPT whose role is 
‘to support and mentor student teachers 
and evaluate their practice while on 
placement’ (Teaching Council, 2020, p. 5), 
as well as a school-based cooperating 
teacher, referred to by the Irish title 
'Treoraí' (which translates as ‘guide’), 
who ‘supports and guides the student 
teacher during his/her school placement 
experience’ (Teaching Council, 2020, 
p.  6). School placement requires STs to 
apply their learning in a host primary 
school setting.

Doyle et al. (2024, p. 310) emphasise 
the importance of SPTs’ ‘assessment of 
the acquisition of skills’, which demands 
a deep pedagogical understanding of 
what STs should know across all subject 
areas, as well as competency in evaluative 
norms, such as the criteria outlined in 
‘school placement grade descriptors’. 
Revising assessment practices in HEIs 
can be a challenging process, requiring 
fairness in assessing STs while positioning 
them to effectively address the diverse 
learning profiles of the pupils in their 
placement class (Priestley et al., 2021; 
Bates and Townsend, 2007).

School placement assessment can evoke 
feelings of unease, as STs perceive their 
teaching practice to be under scrutiny by 
an ‘inspector’. However, the recent shift 
in terminology (to SPT) reflects a more 
empathetic and supportive approach, 
emphasising mentoring and guidance 
alongside the evaluation of their practice. 
This change is particularly significant for 
STs on their first school placement, where 
adopting a caring approach rooted in 
‘relational encounters’ (Noddings, 2013) 
is crucial.

Mitchell et al. (2023) build on Noddings’ 
ethics of care, highlighting ‘encounters 
of genuine attitude and reciprocal 
engagement’ as essential for fostering 
open and honest dialogue, critical 
thinking and reflection. The updated 
School Placement Guidelines (Teaching 

Council, 2021) emphasise the importance 

of the relationship dynamic between the 

Treoraí, the ST and the SPT. A collaborative 

approach characterised by shared learning 

goals and supportive relationships is 

fundamental to developing STs’ practice 

across various class levels.

Nonetheless, Ball (2016, p. 1046) 

argues that the rise of performativity in 

education policy has undermined the 

professionalism of teachers. This presents 

a challenge for SPTs, who must balance 

their evaluative responsibilities with a 

caring and supportive approach. They 

need to remain mindful of the unique 

challenges faced by STs at the start of 

their School Placement 1 journey, as well 

as balancing the need for rigorous and 

meaningful assessment of their practice. 

Key aspects of effective mentoring 

during school placement include the 

development of a trusting relationship 

between the ST and mentor, fostering self-

reflection and ensuring that STs observe a 

variety of teaching styles through guided 

experiences with the Treoraí (Glover et 

al., 2024). This mentoring relationship 

also involves a collaborative partnership 

among the HEI, the school, the Treoraí, 

and the ST (McIntyre and Morris, 1980).

Orland-Barak and Wang (2021) identify 

four key mentoring approaches in 

ITE, namely personal growth, situated 

learning, core practice and critical 

transformative approaches. They 

conclude that mentoring cannot be 

confined to a single approach; instead, 

it represents a multidimensional 

experience. Similarly, Lofthouse (2018) 

emphasises that mentoring development 

should be central to the transformation 

of ITE, highlighting the importance 

of training SPTs and maximising the 

effectiveness of the formative visit during 

School Placement 1.



16

METHODOLOGY
This study employs a qualitative research 
design, rooted in an interpretivist 
paradigm, to explore the formative, 
non-evaluative visit by examining the 
experiences of SPTs who worked with 
STs in their first school placement. Given 
the exploratory nature of the research 
aim, a qualitative approach was deemed 
most suitable for capturing the depth and 
complexity of participants’ experiences 
and perspectives. This methodology 
enabled a deeper understanding of SPTs’ 
experiences in assessing, mentoring 
and supporting STs. Of particular 
interest is the dynamic of the SPT–ST 
relationship and the nature of their 
mentoring conversations.

Participants were selected through 
convenience sampling, where the entire 
team of SPTs who conducted formative 
visits during School Placement 1 were 
invited to participate. A total of twenty-
one SPTs took part in the research, 
comprising six males and fifteen females. 
The participants represented a diverse 
range of experience in the role and came 
from a wide geographical area across 
the country. The distribution of years of 
experience in the role is summarised in 
the table below:

Number of years’ experience  
as SPT

N

1–2 years 6

3–5 years 6

6–10 years 7

10+ years 2

Data were gathered using focus groups 
(four in total), which allowed participants 
to articulate their perspectives in depth 
and enabled the researchers to probe 
emerging themes. This method facilitated 
the development of theory from the data 
to better understand the challenges and 
opportunities intrinsically linked to the 
formative visit (Day et al., 2010; MacBeath 
and Cheng, 2008). Working closely with 
the research participants in the focus 
groups allowed the researchers ‘to elicit 

detailed responses, ask comprehensive 
questions, minimize the respondent’s fear 
of being judged and maintain criticality 
in data analysis’ (Tinker and Armstrong, 
2008, p. 58). A thematic analysis was 
conducted of the data obtained from focus 
groups to identify patterns and recurring 
themes in participants’ responses.

FINDINGS
Tutors unanimously reported that they 
found the formative visit immensely 
valuable. It was perceived as alleviating 
pressure for both SPTs and STs, as the 
focus of the visit was developmental 
rather than evaluative. One respondent 
remarked, ‘I think it’s a good investment 
in the students at the beginning of 
placement.’ This developmental focus 
created a supportive atmosphere and 
offered students an opportunity to reflect, 
ask questions and engage more openly. A 
respondent highlighted, ‘Students were 
more honest and professional in terms of 
what they felt they could say and ask on 
that visit. I felt it was actually more helpful 
for them at the early stage of placement to 
have that very open, unassessed visit. So I 
really think it enhanced the experience of 
the students.’

The formative visit was particularly 
valuable for relationship building. SPTs 
appreciated the opportunity to get to 
know the STs better, as reflected in one 
respondent’s comment: ‘It can help me 
to understand where they’re coming from 
and why they are the way they are... an 
opportunity to actually get to know them 
as teachers.’ Another shared, ‘It enabled 
me as a supervisor to actually get to 
know the student genuinely, a little bit 
better.’ SPTs also noted that STs could 
discuss their motivations and aspirations 
more freely, with one stating, ‘It’s nice for 
students to have the opportunity to talk a 
little bit about their own reasons for being 
a teacher or how they hope their career 
will develop.’

Respondents frequently mentioned that 
STs were more open to asking questions 
during the formative visit. Overall, STs 

appeared more candid and willing to share 

thoughts and concerns than they might 

during an assessed visit. The discussions 

between STs and SPTs were collaborative, 

with STs actively engaging in post-lesson 

conversations. STs demonstrated a greater 

willingness to seek advice and guidance 

and to acknowledge areas in which they 

needed help.

The formative visit differed from the 

assessed visit in several key aspects, 

including atmosphere, student attitudes, 

tone of interactions and overall 

engagement. Formative visits were 

described as more relaxed and friendly, 

with reduced tension among STs. One 

respondent noted, ‘There was less 

tension in the air with the students. The 

visit was much more relaxed and friendly.’

Some participants observed that STs 

were less defensive and more receptive 

to advice during formative visits. 

Several respondents highlighted that 

the interactions between STs and SPTs 

were more open, honest and conducive 

to fostering positive professional 

relationships. As one SPT explained, ‘I 

felt the quality of what the students were 

saying, what they were asking and what 

they were contributing was different in the 

formative visit. I felt it was more honest. It 

was more sincere.’ Another noted, ‘I think 

they were more themselves.’

From some SPTs’ perspective, one group 

of STs particularly benefited from the 

formative visit. They were those who faced 

significant challenges in their professional 

practice. The non-graded nature of the 

visit reduced pressure, enabling more 

in-depth exploration of areas where they 

were struggling. SPTs found themselves 

better able to dedicate time to provide 

personalised guidance on specific areas 

of difficulty, further enhancing the 

developmental value of the visit.

Exploring school placement tutors’ perspectives on the impact of formative mentoring conversations with student 
teachers in Ireland
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IMPLICATIONS/ 
CONCLUSION
The findings of this study suggest several 
important implications for the design 
and delivery of initial teacher education 
programmes, particularly concerning 
the role of formative visits during school 
placements.

1.	 Enhanced student development: 
The formative visit’s developmental 
focus, as opposed to evaluative, 
creates a supportive environment 
that encourages STs to engage 
openly and reflect on their practice. 
By fostering a relaxed and non-
judgmental atmosphere, STs can 
better identify and address their 
areas for improvement early in 
their placement. This approach 
may contribute to more effective 
professional growth throughout 
their teaching careers. In particular, 
the formative visit’s flexibility and 
emphasis on guidance rather than 
judgement were beneficial for STs 
facing challenges in their professional 
practice. SPTs noted that the reduced 
pressure allowed for more focused 
and personalised support. This 
indicates the potential for formative 
visits to serve as an intervention 
tool for STs who need additional 
guidance, thus enhancing equity in 
ITE programmes.

2.	 Strengthened relationships: The 
non-evaluative nature of formative 
visits facilitates the building of strong 
professional relationships between 
SPTs and STs. SPTs reported a better 
understanding of the students’ 
motivations, challenges and 
aspirations, which could contribute 
to more personalised and impactful 
mentoring. These relationships 
can be a foundation for creating a 
culture of trust and collaboration in 
teacher education.

3.	 Promoting honest and open dialogue: 
The opportunity for STs to be candid 
during formative visits highlights the 

value of removing the element of 

assessment early in the placement. 

This openness allows for meaningful 

conversations, critical reflection and 

collaborative problem solving, which 

may be less achievable in a more 

high-stakes, evaluative context. 

4.	 Reduction of stress: Both SPTs and 

STs experienced reduced pressure 

during formative visits, which 

may have broader implications for 

mental health and well-being in 

teacher education. It is believed 

that stress reduction not only 

improves the quality of interactions 

but also supports the overall 

sustainability of intensive teacher 

education programmes.

In summary, the formative visit serves 

as a valuable tool for enhancing the 

professional development of STs, 

strengthening mentoring relationships 

and fostering an open and reflective 

learning environment. Its implementation 

has the potential to transform the teacher 

education experience and contribute to 

the preparation of reflective, capable 

and confident educators. The findings 

highlight the need to re-evaluate the 

balance between formative and evaluative 

practices in ITE programmes. Introducing 

or expanding the use of formative visits 

could complement traditional assessment 

methods by prioritising developmental 

goals, fostering professional relationships 

and encouraging reflective practice. 

The study highlights the importance of 

exploring how formative practices can 

be systematically integrated into teacher 

education programmes. Future research 

at the institution will investigate STs’ 

perspectives and experiences of the 

formative visit, as well as exploring the 

medium and long-term outcomes of the 

visit on STs’ practice. n

 14–18
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ABSTRACT
There are many physical factors that 
can affect a learner’s concentration 
in the classroom, ranging from 
lighting and acoustics to temperature, 
but what about the objects on the 
walls surrounding them; are highly 
decorated primary classroom walls 
attractive or distractive? Research 
suggests the visual environment can 
be a source of distraction for children, 
reducing attention to instructional 
tasks and learning outcomes (Godwin 
et al., 2022). This literature review 
opens up the discussion on the visual 
environment and use of wall spaces 
to engage children with their learning, 
questioning where more may be less, 
and sharing a range of best practice 
from several research studies. There 
is debate on whether displays should 
be colourful or pastel hued; interactive 

or static; or perhaps walls should be 
blank and seen only as places to hang 
student work. Student co-creation and 
ownership is oftentimes overlooked 
when it comes to what is stapled 
onto the classroom walls, but perhaps 
the best way to engage learners with 
their environment is through the 
delegation of agency in the design. 
Co-authored by two practitioners, this 
paper offers constructive strategies for 
teachers to consider when planning 
and designing their wall spaces, in 
order to find a balance that will inspire 
student engagement and creativity 
and promote positive learning 
opportunities and wellbeing.

Working walls or 
Instagrammable laminates:
a reflection on creating purposeful learning 
environments in the primary classroom

Dr Poppy Gibson 
Lecturer, Education Studies (Primary), The Open University 
Amber Hedley 
University of Cambridge

KEYWORDS 

environment
learning environments
education
wellbeing
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INTRODUCTION
Display walls are a creative, versatile tool 
that can transform a classroom from a 
static space into a dynamic and engaging 
environment conducive to learning at 
any age. When thoughtfully designed 
and implemented, displays can serve as 
powerful motivators, sparking curiosity 
and fostering a love of learning, which can 
also promote behaviour management. 
However, research also suggests the 
visual environment can be a source 
of distraction for children, reducing 
attention to instructional tasks and 
learning outcomes (Godwin et al., 2022). 
It is for this reason that displays should be 
planned and considered with care. Wall 
displays can support children’s learning 
through providing information on their 
current learning (Marlow et al., 2024) 
and have been proven as a useful way 
to display target vocabulary (Grucelski, 
2024), especially for multilingual learners. 
It may be speculated, however, that 
walls and their coverings can be so much 
more. Ovington and Albin-Clark (2024) 
propose that as walls in the classroom 
change during the academic year, being 
stapled with children’s work and teacher 
examples, the walls are part of the 
documentation–children–teacher walls 
that materialise experiences. When a 
classroom is well-organised, a positive 
space for learning can thrive, and displays 
are part of this organisational toolkit 
(Marlow et al., 2024). 

Physical spaces and their features, such 
as light, climate and aesthetics, are 
increasingly seen as correlating with 
academic success (Ford, 2016). But how 
well are teachers prepared for displays? 
Are they an essential part of the teacher 
training curriculum? The importance 
of learning objectives and learning 
outcomes is shared, so the teacher’s 
role is to consider how to support and 
bring these to life through the displays 
they create. Working in a larger school 
may help, where teachers can share 
ideas and learn from each other, but 
where else can teachers find classroom 

display inspiration?

For teachers looking to social media 
platforms for inspiration, often the views 
on the purposes and designs of classroom 
walls are divided. A set of carefully 
laminated signs for a display board 
have been seen to divide the internet, 
with some people worrying about 
the environmental impact; laminated 
materials can take hundreds of years to 
decompose. But the questions on displays 
surround not just how they look, and 
whether or not they are laminated, but 
also what purpose displays should serve. 
Sustainability is a vital consideration when 
we are working in a world that is being 
drained of natural resources. Sustainable 
displays use recycled materials and 
change with learning needs.

In a recent quantitative study by Çakıcı 
(2024), information was hung on the walls 
that was not taught directly to students. 
A test that students took after 30 days 
confirmed that students had absorbed 
the information from the walls; it was 
concluded that using classroom walls 
as an indirect teaching method has a 
positive effect on students’ learning of 
the target subject (Çakıcı, 2024). This 
article dives deeper into how to get the 
most from classroom displays, whether 
they are indoors or outdoors, and hopes 
to inspire the reader to reflect upon what 
they next attach to their walls to provide 
motivational and purposeful spaces.

DISPLAYS: 
INTERACTIVE OR 
DECORATIVE? 
Think about the school display walls that 
have stayed in your memory; ones you 
have seen in schools or even those that 
you have created yourself. Were these 
displays colourful or monochrome? Were 
they teacher-made or co-created with 
students? How long did the display stay 
upon the wall, and did it change during 
that time or stay the same as the day it was 
stapled up? Research suggests classroom 
displays are creational processes rooted 
in constructionism; and that interactive 

classroom wall displays are generally 
more effective than purely decorative 
ones (Cooper, 1996). Interactive displays 
encourage student involvement and 
stimulate their questioning. Displays 
can include elements like manipulatives, 
where students can move, add or 
rearrange items on the display; questions, 
where displays can pose questions that 
prompt students to think critically; 
and open spaces, where students can 
contribute their own work or ideas to 
the display. Interactive displays can also 
provide a useful formative assessment 
if the teacher or teaching assistant 
observes the student interacting and 
perhaps answering a question correctly 
or incorrectly by the way they match the 
cards or link the objects on the display. 

Displays can also support behaviour 
management. Behaviour issues can 
be affected by room arrangement 
(Menzies and Bruhn, 2010). Think 
about the placement and positioning of 
your display; does the class sometimes 
become bored when lining up before 
assembly or breaktime? Is there a wall or 
worktop where they line up that, instead 
of being a space that is ignored, can be 
revitalised with some objects linked to a 
current topic? For example, a tray could 
be filled with sand and some buried 
replica Egyptian objects for the children 
to uncover quietly while they wait in 
the line.

Interactive displays can be used to 
reinforce learning concepts. For example, 
‘number lines’, where students can 
physically move numbers or counters 
along the line; ‘word walls’, where students 
can add new vocabulary and use them in 
sentences; and ‘science experiments’, 
where displays can showcase the steps 
of an experiment or the results. This 
short case study example from Reception 
teacher, Poppy LeMar, explains how her 
school has adopted a uniform approach 
to working walls across the year groups.

Working walls or Instagrammable laminates: a reflection on creating purposeful learning environments in the primary 
classroom
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Miss LeMar 
We have working wall displays that 
follow the same format through KS1 
and KS2. As a teacher, I really like it 
because, on the whole, it stays the 
same year to year. Lots of it is already 
laminated and in a folder, ready to 
go for the units, as this is the third or 
fourth year we've been doing it. Each 
foundation lesson, including science, 
has its own topic board. In each lesson 
we teach on that topic, we will put 
up the learning objective and any key 
vocab that would be added to the key 
vocab bank from that lesson. As well 
as any other visuals and vocabulary 
linked to the key concepts that are 
delivered within that lesson. It will then 
remain on the board and be added 
throughout the unit. In Year 1, it starts 
with visuals, with the keywords, and 
by the time you get to Year 6, there is 
more accurate photography to go with 
the keywords and other more complex 
concepts. As we start this in Year 1, 
and the children are taught to use the 
working wall effectively, directed to 
use it by the teacher, by the time the 
children are in older year groups, they 
know how to access it and use it to 
help their learning independently. Each 
topic has the same colour throughout 
the school and it makes it a familiar 
resource for the children. We use 
corridor displays to show children’s 
work, but inside classrooms, we have 
working walls to aid learning.’

However, decorative displays can also 
have their place; decorative displays 
can create a welcoming and inspiring 
classroom environment, conjure intrigue 
and wonder, and they can showcase 
student artwork, writing, or other 
creative projects. Considering motivation 
in primary schools, decorative displays 
can be motivating for students. Students 
may feel a sense of ownership when they 
contribute to the display and see their 
work showcased; sometimes the most 
simple display can be thirty clipboards 
safely attached to a wall, where each 
clipboard is designated to one of the 
children in the class, and children can clip 

up work they are proud of throughout 
the year. As students are at the heart of 
the education system, it is vital that they 
are consulted and feel a degree of agency 
over the displays in their classroom. 

The best approach is often a combination 
of both; focus on incorporating interactive 
elements into your displays but use 
decorations to make the displays visually 
appealing and engaging. Some examples 
of engaging display ideas:

•	 ‘I can’ statements: Create a display 
showcasing students’ personal growth 
and accomplishments to cultivate a 
growth mindset.

•	 ‘Wonder wall’: Encourage students to 
share their questions and curiosities 
about the world.

•	 ‘Maths problem-solving corner’: 
Display challenging maths problems 
and solutions for students to explore.

•	 ‘Creative Writing Gallery’: Showcase 
student writing pieces, accompanied 
by illustrations to shine a spotlight on 
their work.

•	 ‘Science Experiment Showcase’: 
Display the results of student 
science experiments with photos 
and explanations.

•	 ‘Birthday Charts’: Create a 
classroom calendar celebrating 
children’s birthdays to foster unity 
and community.

There are also barriers that must be 
acknowledged, however. Teachers face 
time constraints, lack of funding for 
materials, limited resources, and varying 
student needs. Maintaining relevance 
amidst curriculum changes and diverse 
learning styles also poses significant 
challenges. Teachers should consider 
‘display swaps’ with other teachers in 
their school and wider networks; pooling 
and sharing materials is an effective 
sustainable way of keeping displays new 
and exciting without extra cost.

By carefully considering the purpose of 
displays and incorporating both interactive 
and decorative elements, teachers can 

create a dynamic and effective learning 
environment for their students that is 
developmentally appropriate for them.

OUTDOOR LEARNING 
ENVIRONMENTS 
Teachers must also remember the value 
of making the most of outdoor spaces 
(Back et al. 2016). Outdoor learning can 
be enhanced with the use of weather-
resistant materials. Laminated paper 
shields displays from rain and sun, while 
durable vinyl banners withstand the 
elements for long-term use. Chalkboards 
and dry-erase boards offer interactive 
surfaces for student exploration in a more 
accessible way than may be possible 
inside of the classroom. Creative display 
ideas include nature-themed exhibits 
showcasing student observations, 
interactive maps highlighting local 
discoveries, storytelling corners with 
weatherproof books and science 
experiment stations displaying outdoor 
findings. Teachers could create a wall space 
or table space for an art gallery, where 
students could either display natural art, 
or photographs could be taken of the 
things that they make and printed out 
for display. To maximise the engagement 
of the class, educators should remember 
that simple can be effective; keep displays 
simple and visually appealing with bright 
colours and interactive elements. Always 
ensure safety by securely fastening 
displays to prevent damage from wind 
or weather. By implementing these 
strategies, teachers can create inspiring 
and informative outdoor learning 
environments that encourage exploration 
and discovery whilst making the most of 
outdoor spaces.

But is there an even greater reason why 
educators should plan their displays so 
carefully? As Maxwell and Chmielewski 
(2008) found, there is a clear causal 
relationship between certain types of 
visual displays and increased self-esteem 
in young children (Barlow, 2021). We will 
consider the links between displays and 
wellbeing in the next section.

19–23



22

LEARNING 
ENVIRONMENTS AND 
WELLBEING
There is a bi-directional relationship 
between the physical learning 
environment and the emotional security 
of students. In other words, positive 
classroom environments make students 
feel calmer and happier at school. 
Thoughtfully designed displays promote 
self-esteem, a sense of belonging and 
solidarity (Hanley et al., 2017). Further, 
showcasing students’ work externally 
and tangibly validates their efforts and 
achievements, as well as encouraging 
pride and autonomy (Hanley et al., 2017). 
It is crucial that aspects of the classroom 
wholly reflect the pupils in it, whether 
this is individual work showcased on the 
walls, photos on their trays or pegs or 
even montages that the students have 
created together, as these are intertwined 
with participation and willingness to learn 
(Barrett et al., 2021).

Additionally, displays featuring calming, 
neutral colours along with motivational 
quotes support socio-emotional learning, 
reduce anxiety in the classroom and lessen 
the likelihood of the classroom being too 
overstimulating, as ‘overdoing’ displays 
can cause sensory overload, especially 
for neurodiverse learners. Conversely, 
visually rich environments inspire, 
enthuse, and in turn, improve cognitive 
performance, which is correlated with 
wellbeing (Hanley et al., 2017). 

Classroom displays have the innate 
power to embed core messages of 
kindness, respect, empathy, resilience 
and perseverance into the learning 
environment to accompany subject 
knowledge. Displays featuring visuals 
about emotional regulation provide 
constant non-verbal reinforcement of 
socio-emotional principles and augment 
emotional literacy skills (Davies et 
al., 2020).

The physical placement of displays also 
plays a role in the impact they have on 
wellbeing. Eye-level displays ensure 

accessibility, allowing all students to 
engage, regardless of height or ability 
(Stapp, 2019), which fosters an inclusive 
space for all learners. This, consequently, 
nurtures tactile engagement and 
active learning pertinent to the current 
curriculum and themes within the 
classroom. Inclusive design prioritises 
clear visuals, varied formats (tactile, audio) 
and reduced sensory overload for the 
learners. Strategies like visual timetables 
aid learners with difficulties, while 
diverse representation fosters belonging 
in the classroom, where learners see 
themselves and others like them reflected 
back from the walls around them. This is 
shown in a quote from secondary school 
Pupil A, reflecting back on a display that 
they remember:

Pupil A: 
One display that stays in my mind was 
from drama club; it was a small board 
that was encouraging other people to 
join drama club at lunchtimes. I was 
in lots of the photographs that the 
teacher put up on the display and it 
made me feel proud of myself! Seeing 
myself, and all the other people like the 
stage crew, it seemed really inclusive'.

TOP TAKEAWAY TIPS 
FOR PURPOSEFUL 
DISPLAYS
•	 Strike the balance between aesthetics 

and functionality: Displays should 
spark discussion and curiosity, which 
entails making them visually appealing 
and enticing, but this should not 
come at the expense of their utility 
or usefulness. 

•	 Consider sustainability: Use recycled 
materials and reuse materials each 
yearly cycle when possible, or swap 
resources with another teacher to 
keep displays fresh without extra 
funding or creation needed.

•	 Involve students in the process as 
much as feasibly possible: Allow 
students to help design displays by 
having them create artwork, write 
reflections or even add to them 

themselves. For instance, with nature 
displays, students could add their 
own artefacts.

•	 Promote interactivity: Change working 
walls daily and ensure they are 
relevant to the learning, which will 
encourage students to look at them 
during lessons. If you see students 
looking at the working walls, you 
know they are serving their purpose. 
Changing displays is also paramount in 
maintaining student interest.

•	 Cater to classroom dynamics and 
learning needs: Incorporate visuals, 
textures, images and vocabulary. 
Images on displays often speak 
for themselves.

•	 Celebrate diversity and inclusion: 
Acknowledging heritage, culture and 
languages on displays demonstrates 
an inclusive, welcoming environment 
where pupils feel seen and heard. 

CONCLUSION
When used effectively, display walls 
can be a valuable asset both indoors 
and outdoors. Well-designed displays 
foster intrinsic and extrinsic motivation, 
boosting student pride and confidence 
in their school work and also in their 
abilities. By showcasing student work, 
displays enhance self-esteem and 
encourage collaboration.  Involving 
students in the design process fosters 
ownership and engagement. Effective 
displays prioritise clarity and conciseness, 
avoiding information overload. By 
carefully considering the research and 
implementing the strategies outlined 
above, teachers can create engaging 
and inspiring learning environments that 
foster a love of learning in their students, 
whatever their age. n

Working walls or Instagrammable laminates: a reflection on creating purposeful learning environments in the primary 
classroom
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