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EFFECTIVE CLASSROOM CULTURE 

Abstract 

This was a classroom action research study focused on unifying student growth, beliefs, and 

abilities by uniting students, encouraging them to take part in building classroom community, 

and increase student engagement to create an effective team. The participants were a 2nd grade 

classroom of 22 students. 17 students’ primary language was Spanish, 2 students primary 

language was Arabic, 1 student’s primary language was Russian, 1 student’s primary language 

was Ukrainian, and 1 student’s primary language was English. A question that arose during this 

investigation was how I build student confidence and allow them to grow individually as well as 

a larger community of learners. My goal was to ensure that students of all backgrounds and 

personality types were able to bond, trust each other, grow as individuals, and learn in a 

collaborative environment to become an effective team. By collecting qualitative data spanning 9 

weeks of the school year, I implemented videos, affirmations, mindfulness practices, and group 

lessons with games week to week in order to promote student self-confidence, foster growth, 

belief in their own learning abilities, develop classroom engagement, and build community to 

create an inclusive team environment. Results showed correlation between whole group learning 

through games and team building with positive inclusive outlooks. As well as positive reflections 

with the mindfulness applications and an improvement in students reporting positive school day 

outlooks.     
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EFFECTIVE CLASSROOM CULTURE 

During the first month of my student teaching school year I was able to meet each of my 

students during start of the year conferences. Each student that arrived to their conference time 

with a family member seemed shy and reserved but also excited. Many students acted as their 

own translators for their parents to bridge the language gap between teacher and family. Yet the 

majority of parents mentioned their worries about their students falling behind academically, as 

well as their student’s nerves about making friends while entering the 2nd grade as most were 

new to the school. I knew I wanted to build student confidence and connection immediately after 

meeting my internship students, as I would be starting off the school year with them. After 

researching and investigating ways in which to bond with my students I settled on three areas to 

contribute to building confidence and community. By incorporating self-affirmation practices, I 

could foster positive self-development and introduce positive language to the classroom. 

Mindfulness practices to help students recenter themselves, regulate their moods, and taking time 

to focus on themselves as individuals. Building community was the third aspect I wanted to 

incorporate into the classroom. By practicing whole class learning through games, as well as 

small group learning and building comradery I was hopeful to build community through my 

entire classroom, so the students see themselves as a strong group of individuals, but also a team 

that celebrates each other’s successes. I am aware that my background and experiences may 

influence my teaching, investigation, and the interpretation of results. I continue to welcome 

feedback to broaden my perspective and deepen my learning.  
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Inspiration  

Throughout my K-12 educational experience I felt connected to my classmates only at 

the end of the year. The final weeks of the school year always felt like more than a group of 

individual students; It felt like a team. I knew I wanted to replicate that experience so I set out to 

investigate ways in which I could speed up the bonding process between my students and create 

a learning environment more akin to a team earlier in the school year. I was inspired to aid in 

student growth by creating a learning environment in which my students were confident in 

themselves, believed in their abilities, and were able to work together as an effective team.  

Question 

• How do I ensure that students of all backgrounds and personality types are able to bond, 

trust each other, grow as individuals, and learn in a collaborative environment to become 

an effective team. 

• How do I build student confidence and allow them to grow individually as well as a 

larger community of learners?  

• Does a student’s self-image and the perception of themselves factor into student 

achievement?  

• Do the factors that contribute to student growth and development change in different 

environments?   

• How would a multifaceted approach to improving overall student experience factor into 

building community? 

• Would developing a classroom culture where students celebrate their successes on both 

individual and whole group levels be an effective way to aid community development?   
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Rationale 

During the first month of their school year the students were slow to befriend each other, 

they were very individually centered and would not show interest in group activities or academic 

free time. The students in my investigation lacked self-confidence as well as classroom 

community. The students were hesitant to raise hands and offer potential answers during lessons 

and quite fearful of getting something wrong. When prompted during 1:1 work checks students 

would confide in me that they thought they had an answer, but didn’t want to get it wrong in 

front of their peers.  They were also slow to engage with each other during lessons, carpet time, 

free play, specialist, and during recess. After observing this repeated trend week after week I set 

out to change our routine in order to help build classroom community and confidence.    

Literature Review 

Does a student’s self-image have a direct, indirect, or inverse relationship to student 

participation and achievement in school? A student’s progress and success in school can be 

attributed to many outside factors. A stable home life, reliable mentors, accessible pathways for 

education, but how does a student’s self-image and the perception of themselves factor into 

student achievement? How would creating a cohesive classroom community in which all 

students benefit from their individual presence and inclusion in a positive self-affirming learning 

environment factor into student achievement? How do the variables that contribute to student 

growth and development change when these practices are implemented and classrooms become 

more accessible.   

Self-Affirmation and Student Achievement 

A number of positive effects have been found when the practice of self-affirmations is 

introduced into the classroom. Sherman et al. (2013) investigated middle school classrooms in 
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grades 6th to 8th to see if stereotypes that affect academic performance can be reversed by 

implementing self-affirmation practices. Investigation discovered a link between implementation 

of self-affirmation practices throughout the school year and a decrease in the achievement gap 

Lokhande and Muller (2019) examined the intervention of positive affirmations to improve 

academic achievement, the investigation spanned 11 schools and included 820 7th grade students 

with varying minority backgrounds. Students belonged to two potentially disadvantaged groups 

at the same time, such as girls, with a minority background. This multi-leveled linear model 

study required students to complete a brief writing assignment in class listing their personal 

values before completing a standardized test. The control group was tasked with completing a 

writing assignment of their choice. Researchers found a link between students who performed 

significantly better after the affirmation writing than those tasked with completing the control 

writing. Binning et al. (2019) researched the act of reducing discipline incidents by 

implementing the use of self-affirmations. Spanning 3 years of investigating 163 middle school 

students at an ethnically diverse school, researchers tested the hypothesis that periodic 

implementation of self-affirmation exercises improves student behavior as well as student trust. 

Self-affirmation exercises implemented by classroom teachers was a writing prompt for students 

to identify personally important values. Investigators were able to identify a link between the 

affirmations group and a 69% lower rate of discipline.        

Mindfulness 

The American Psychological Association (APA) defines Mindfulness as the awareness of 

one’s internal states and surroundings. Mindfulness practices help one to learn how to observe 

their thoughts, emotions, and experiences. The practice of mindfulness has been investigated as 

another contributing factor for students’ self-image growth and development.   
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Self-Regulation  

There is evidence that shows a connection between indfulness practicesand student self-

regulation. Portele and Jansen (2023) investigated the effectiveness of mindfulness by 

conducting a study spanning 6 weeks that focused on mindfulness practice with  3rd grade 

elementary school students with an average age of 9 years old. In all 91 students were sorted into 

3 groups throughout the experiment. Group A received standard school day instruction. Group B 

received standard school day instruction as well as biweekly mindfulness intervention, Group C 

received standard school day instruction as well as daily mindfulness intervention. Researchers 

discovered a significant effect in mood regulation in both mindfulness intervention groups 

regardless of the frequency at which the mindfulness intervention occurred. National Institute of 

Health (NIH) researchers Schonert-Reichl et al. (2015) investigated the claim that introducing 

mindfulness would enhance the regulation of students. Researchers followed 4 classes of 

combined 4th and 5th elementary school students divided into an intervention of regular 

curriculum lessons or SEL with mindfulness lessons. The investigation suggested promising 

effects of combining SEL with mindfulness resulting in greater cognitive control and behavioral 

self regulation. Durlak et al. (2011) reported students in 213 school-based mindfulness SEL 

programs in K-12 grades that participated in their SEL interventions had significantly improved 

academic performance, social and emotional skills, as well as behaviors.  

Building Community 

Collaboration 

While it is widely accepted that classroom collaboration can help students feel valued and 

engaged, but how are students expected to improve their self-image without a sustainable 

community environment in which to continue their growth? There is evidence of a connection 

between classroom collaboration in which students collaborate by taking ownership of their 
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classroom and building classroom community. Morcom (2014) investigated 57 students aged 9-

11 in 2 different classrooms. Both classrooms used a student-centered approach to learning that 

gave students a hand in their own growth. They found that this practice promoted students’ 

collaborative skills as well as decision making processes. Solomon et al (1996) studied the 

application of emphasis placed on cooperative learning and a child-centered approach to 

classroom management. By investigating a cooperative learning approach of a cohort of students 

ranging K-4th grade spanning 3 elementary schools, Solomon et al (1996) found indications the 

program successfully heightened students’ sense of community as well as student self-direction. 

Turner and Kim (2005) investigated building community within 2 separate elementary school 

classrooms. To develop specific strategies to build community, researchers investigated 4 key 

practices. The 4-step process discovered were: building relationships amongst community, 

fostering collective responsibility, promoting ownership, and reflecting on community learning 

(Turner & Kim 2005) 

Student Voice 

There is evidence that giving students an organized say in their learning opens classroom 

barriers between teachers and students. The foundation of community is accessible by 

prioritizing a way to communicate, make meaningful connections, and allowing students to find 

their own voice. There is evidence of a connection between building a classroom community and 

allocating space for student voice. Piatt-Jaeger (2011) investigated 6th grade students at a faith 

based elementary school to examine if the implementation of SEL curriculum that encouraged 

student voice also increased positive social interactions. Data collected via classroom teacher 

consisting of discussions, writing samples, and informal observations indicated a positive effect 

in classroom unity. In a case study of 5th grade girls, Mitra and Serriere (2012) examined the 

development of students while engaged in student voice efforts that were measured by student 
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participation. Researchers observed a connection between student voice and the unity of working 

to complete a common goal of establishing classroom community. There is evidence that shows 

a connection between student voice opportunities and building a strong classroom community. 

O’Reilly (2019) Investigated a school-wide implementation of student voice and its impact on 

the greater school community. In a K-8 Northern California elementary, students were surveyed 

and interviewed Results showed a direct relationship between student voice opportunities and 

students’ demonstration of leadership behaviors.  

Inclusive Practices 

Building community was defined in this study as all students are accepted into the fold. 

The underlying theory of change was that having students celebrated for their individual 

uniqueness as well as their commonalities allows for bonding and building of relationships. 

However, when a student learns differently than others, or has barriers to learning academically 

or socially they are often times shunned from the community. Could inclusivity practices enable 

participation and ensure a diverse classroom community?  

There is evidence that practices developed for individual targeted populations can be 

applied for all in a general education classroom. Leedahl (2022) reviewed practices relating to 

including students with special needs elementary general education classrooms. The best 

practices included building classroom communities centered around respect and acceptance, 

building relationships among staff and students, allowing student choice, and providing training 

on inclusive practices resulted in students of all abilities receiving equitable access to grade level 

content in their classroom communities.  

 Students that are learning the English language may be excluded from the classroom 

community at no fault of their own. Lowe (2022) explored the achievement gap of students 
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whose primary language was something other than English. In a collaborated effort participant 

teachers refined and investigated ways to build relationships for multilingual learners in order to 

improve academic achievement and to establish a better understanding of their students’ cultural 

identities. Over a 4-week academic summer program in a South Carolina elementary school, they 

implemented intentional lessons in a multilingual inclusive program. The study collected 

evidence of effectiveness for improving the multilingual learners’ educational experience.  

There is evidence that teachers are not uniformly prepared and confident at serving 

students with backgrounds different from their own. There is also evidence that teachers and 

their students benefit from preparation and professional development in culturally-responsive 

teaching. Students entering the classroom, with different lived experiences, backgrounds, family 

histories, cultures, traditions, and traumas enter into a community space that could differ from 

the lived experiences of their classroom teacher. Clark and Andreasen (2019) investigated how 

education programs were training student teachers about cultural diversity. 523 preservice 

teachers from 6 higher education schools in the U.S. took part in a questionnaire about teaching 

culturally diverse students before their first year of teaching and again at the end of their first 

year of teaching. Results showed a positive correlation between diversity work done at the 

teacher training stage, and a higher level of teacher self-efficacy. Marbley et al. (2007) 

investigated ways to prepare educators to teach culturally diverse students using a pedagogical 

counseling model. The counseling model aimed to increase the comfort level of educators 

interacting with students from diverse cultures and backgrounds. The training model pairs 

instructional strategies with sensitivities to cultural and traditional differences, ensuring the 

preservice teachers have the ability to use these skills to better serve their classroom 

communities. Results signified the method of incorporating the counseling model when paired 
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with training of historical movements, traditions, cultures, Black pedagogy theories, sensitivity 

training, philosophy, and teacher preparation encouraged the development of background 

knowledge in order to better prepare preservice teachers for diversity trainings and instructing a 

diverse classroom community. Terry (2015) investigated the cultural diversity increase in public 

schools, and the achievement gap between white students and students of color. They 

investigated the role of culturally responsive pedagogy as a way to close the learning gap and 

increase cultural diversity in public school. Using a qualitative research study, investigators 

explored veteran teachers in a southern middle school who developed their own cultural 

responsiveness when their students had different backgrounds to their own. Results suggested the 

need for specific training that emphasizes culturally responsive teaching methods and classroom 

implementation.  

Policy 

To ensure a more equal opportunity for learners across the country the Individuals with 

Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) was passed into law in 1975 and has been revised regularly 

since then. The IDEA ensures that state to state schools are in compliance with the policies of 

providing early intervention, special education, and additional services to youth with disabilities. 

The IDEA  is constantly evolving, more recent changes and provisions are parent participation, 

placement justification, discipline, transition services, and disproportionate representation. 

(Penovich Friend, & Bursuck 2019) There are 13 disability eligibility categories under IDEA that 

a student could qualify for: autism, deaf-blindness, deafness, emotional/behavior disturbance, 

hearing impairment, intellectual disability, multiple disabilities, orthopedic impairment, other 

health impairment, such as ADHD, specific learning disability, speech or language impairment, 

traumatic brain injury, and visual impairments including blindness. If a student qualifies for one 

or more of these categories, they will fall under the umbrella of IDEA. 
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 Another piece of Federal Legislation falls under Section 504 of the Vocational 

Rehabilitation Act of 1973. Section 504 protects students from discrimination based on 

disability, which is defined by "A physical or mental impairment that substantially limits one or 

more major life activity." (Penovich-Friend, & Bursuck 2019) Eligible students could have a 

wide range of needs different from the 13 qualifying categories under IDEA. A 504 plan could 

be used for a student's temporary injury, a learning disability, chronic health condition such as 

asthma, allergies, or even a McKinney-Vento case. (U.S. Department of Education 2017) 

"Schools must provide students with disabilities the accommodations, aids, and services they 

need to access and benefit from education equally with their peers" (WA OSPI 2019)  

Multilingual learners are students that are learning English while in a school 

environment. A student's language proficiency can sometimes be dismissed as a learning 

disability. However, speaking different languages is not a disability, which is why ML students 

do not qualify for IDEA or 504 plans. They do, however, qualify for assistance both in their 

general education classroom, as well as services in multilingual educational programs. The 

National Association for Bilingual Education (NABE) is an advocacy organization specializing 

in fighting for change and representation, as well as protection for multilingual learners across 

the country. One of the Federal Laws protecting MLs is called The Equal Educational 

Opportunities Act (EEOA) of 1974 which prohibits discrimination against students. It also 

requires school districts and states' departments of education to ensure equal participation for 

everyone, including removing language barriers for ELL students. (NABE 2022)  

The Office of Special Education (OSEP) is a nation-wide department that strives to 

ensure access to fair, equitable, and high-quality education and services for children and families 

with disabilities. Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA) was signed into law in 2015. It is a 
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reauthorization of the 50-year-old civil rights policy originally titled Elementary and Secondary 

Education Act (ESEA) which ensures commitment to educational opportunity for all students. 

Federal laws that protect the rights of students of backgrounds and abilities to learn is a 

significant practice of inclusion. Students entering a classroom with varying degrees of barriers 

to learning and being accepted into the community through accommodations and modifications 

can benefit all in a classroom setting. General education students may benefit from large visuals 

incorporated into the classroom to help assist a multilingual learner. A calm down corner 

accessible by all students may offer assistance to students that need help with self regulation, as 

well as their neurotypical peers. Building a community of learners leading with inclusivity 

allows all students to practice equity within the school environment.  

Theory of Change 

 The theory of change for this study is that once students are provided with accessible 

opportunities to build community and confidence, students of all backgrounds and personality 

types will be able to bond, trust each other, grow as individuals, and learn in a collaborative 

environment to become an effective team. 

Methodology 

This study was designed as an action research study using both qualitative and 

quantitative data from participants as well as notes and observations made by the researcher 

collected throughout this study. Students of all backgrounds and personality types were able to 

bond, trust each other, grow as individuals, and learn in a collaborative environment to become 

an effective team. By collecting qualitative data spanning 9 weeks of the school year, I 

implemented videos, affirmations, mindfulness practices, and group lessons with games week to 

week in order to promote student self-confidence, foster growth, belief in their own learning 
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abilities, develop classroom engagement, and build community to create an inclusive team 

environment.  Assessments were listed as follows: whole group interview conducted at the start 

and end of the study to get a baseline of student understanding as well as introducing new 

routines. Individual self-reflection check in was conducted daily from the beginning of the 

investigation and lasting through the end of the study to see how students were feeling as well as 

allowing them to practice self-reflection and report on their own how they were feeling. To 

ensure inclusivity English translations as well as visual modifications and accommodations were 

made to ensure all students in class including the non-English speaking students were able to 

understand and contribute their self-reflections alone with their English speaking peers. Other 

informal check-ins and verbal feedback were documented throughout the study.   

Context  

This study was conducted within a 2nd grade classroom with 22 students. Every day at 

2:30pm (or directly after the afternoon recess during half days) students would return to the 

classroom and answer the question “How do you feel at school today?” After writing name on a 

ticket they would place their ticket inside of a large envelope with the emoji face that best 

describes their current feeling at school that day.  

Intervention 

During the first week of intervention students were asked to simply answer the question 

“How do you feel at school today?” by dropping a ticket with their name on it into an envelope 

with a corresponding emoji face on the cover that best reflects their mood. Cycle 1: Weeks 2 and 

3 interventions began during our morning meeting and calendar routine where students would 

watch a positive self-affirmations video to jump start the morning and students continued to 

place a ticket in their corresponding envelope. Cycle 2: Weeks 4 and 5 consisted of students 
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receiving team building activities with group table colors and games to compete as a table group. 

Students provided verbal feedback throughout the weeks as well as continuing to answer the 

question “How do you feel at school today?” Cycle 3: Weeks 6 and 7 students continued to 

practice activities that encourage community. In addition to affirmation work, and lesson-based 

table group games students also began working on mindfulness practices. The incorporation of 

games and exercises based on centering oneself and assisting others. Students continued the daily 

practice of answering the question “How do you feel at school today?”  Cycle 4: Weeks 8 and 9 

included an expanded classroom incentive program. Classroom dollars were distributed to 

students as a reward for good behavior and turning in work. Students who were able to bank 

money had the opportunity to buy rewards for themselves from the newly developed classroom 

store. Students were able to purchase items for themselves or for large whole class rewards such 

as pizza parties or popsicle parties. Students continued to share feedback verbally throughout 

these new routines, as well as continuing to answer our original question of “How do you feel at 

school today?” by using our answering system.   

Data Gathering Instruments/Assessments 

Assessment #1: “How do you feel at school today?” Student Survey 

The assessment used throughout all action research cycles was the initial question of 

“How do you feel at school today? Students would take a ticket, write their name and the date on 

it then turn the ticket into 1 of 3 envelope options that best fit their mood. The envelopes had an 

emoji expression on the front with corresponding words to describe potential moods in 

connection with the specific envelope emoji. The neutral emoji (I refer to this as neutral) 

envelope was purple with corresponding words of “okay”, “unsure”, “alright”, “so-so”, and 

“fine” and positioned in the center of the whiteboard display. The excited emoji (I refer to this as 
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positive) envelope was green and had corresponding words of “good”, “great”, “ready to learn”, 

“confident”, “kind”, “accepted”, “excited”, and “nice”. This envelope was positioned on the right 

side of the whiteboard display. The worried emoji (I refer to this as negative) envelope was blue 

and contained words such as “nervous”, “sad”, “bored”, “tired”, “afraid”, “scared”, and 

positioned on the left side of the whiteboard display.  

Assessment #2: Observation Running Records  

Observational data was collected throughout the study. After implementing self-

affirmation videos, as well as developing the learning games and team building exercises, I was 

able to establish an overall consensus of students and view bonds beginning to form. The mentor 

teacher was also able to view the progress of classroom community throughout the development 

of activities and offered feedback of her own through informal conversations.  

Assessment #3: Informal student feedback 1:1 and small group feedback  

Through informal student interviews and feedback I was able to gather the 1:1 mindset as 

well as small group opinions during the action research cycles. By approaching small groups and 

individual students with brief check-ins. I would open the informal conversation with asking the 

students how they were doing, if anything was on their minds, and then once they would share 

what they felt, or how they were feeling I would ask about the current circumstances of the day. 

Whether or not they were looking forward to anything specific that day, how their morning was, 

if they had any concerns, we would speak about that. I would also ask about our new routines, 

and if they had questions, thoughts, or concerns.   

Action Research Cycles 

Week 1 of the action research cycle I introduced to the class the system we would be 

moving forward with to collect data and feedback. Since the majority of students had limited 
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English skills and 2 students spoke no English at all I was able to present visual aids to help 

assist, as well as translate my instructions and explanations with the help of a bilingual translator. 

For the first few weeks I continued to explain the process of writing names and dates on tickets 

and then dropping the tickets into whichever envelope the participants felt best described their 

experience or outlook of the day. I attempted to cut down on students dropping their tickets into 

the same envelope as their friends or filling the tickets out with peers by always passing tickets 

out in a different pattern. Different table groups would receive tickets in different orders. Once 

one table group had submitted their tickets the next table group would be called to submit their 

tickets. After the first few weeks of introducing the ticket process students did not need the 

explanation and were able to efficiently take ticket and drop it into the envelope in an efficient 

way. From then on I only reminded students to write their name and date and to do a self-check 

in to determine how they were feeling before submitting their ticket. Other modifications 

consisted of shifting our daily check-in times for early release days. However, check ins would 

always follow afternoon recess. After collecting daily tickets, I would enter results into my 

notebook and then log data into a spreadsheet. To keep student anonymity, I tracked the number 

of tickets in each envelope versus every individual student’s ticket placement over the 9 weeks. 

Upon reflection, I would have preferred to survey students before lunchtime instead of after their 

final recess as I believe time of day may have impacted quantitative results. Qualitative data 

collection guided my cycles through student feedback, 1:1 check-ins and my observations. My 

participants’ main piece of feedback was the request for additional group work and team building 

lessons, as they developed into strong teams and grew out of their shells immensely after 

working together to solve challenges. My last preference would have been to change seating 
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assignments one more time in order to complete one additional rotation of student table groups 

and team colors.   

Results 

After the first cycle of my ticket system implementation and students reported similar 

results to the observational data. The majority of students reported that they felt mostly neutral or 

worried about their experiences of being at school, even with the implementation of positive 

affirmation videos. At the end of cycle 2 with the implementation of both affirmation videos as 

well as team building lessons within classroom games had an increase of students reporting they 

were neutral and excited about school, and less students reporting they were worried about their 

day at school. The end of cycle 3 concluded with the implementations of positive affirmation 

videos, activities that encourage community, and some mindfulness and meditation practices. 

The results showed at the end of this third cycle students reported that they had positive as well 

as neutral feelings about being at school, with only a few students reporting they had a negative 

feeling about school.  

Conclusions 

The data both observational as well as student led seemed to support the evidence of my 

action research cycle implementations, however the effectiveness of my interventions need 

further research as my entire investigation hinged on students gaining confidence and working 

together as a team. How much of the self confidence and team bonding was due to my 

intervention versus the natural progression of the school year and students maturing is not clear. 

Limitations 

The following things are clearly related to this topic but they were outside the scope of 

this study. 
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• Student empathy and compassion 

• Students who do not spend all day in Gen Ed setting 

• Laws on inclusivity in classrooms 

• Longstanding results of distance learning 

Recommendations 

Interventions earlier in the school year would ensure that the results of the investigation 

are not due to the natural progression of the school year. The length of the study should span 

months instead of weeks to better grasp the influence of each cycle. Further research may 

determine if the time of student led data collection had an effect on student reported answers.  
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