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better able to relate to the characters in their books. The classroom also became a space where
every student knew they were allowed to feel safe and learn.

My senior students learned about telling personal stories through the book Punching the
Air and the movie Their Eyes Were Watching God. It was their job to keep track of the elements
of a story used in these texts (plot, setting, characters, etc...) in order to understand how an
author creates a narrative. The students then used these two texts as examples to write their own
narratives. Once again, the classroom environment became an integral part of the learning
process. All of the activities and discussions, academic and non-academic, that students had
participated in throughout the semester helped them build trust with me as a teacher and each
other as peers. Because of this trust, the class was able to brainstorm and share their ideas for
their narratives with each other and get supportive, respectful, and constructive feedback from
their peers. In order to help get the students’ thoughts together, my cooperating teacher and |
created a brainstorming worksheet. It was a simple list with different categories. Each student
was to come up with two to three examples of a funny experience, a difficult experience, and an
experience that made them proud. After each student had filled out their sheet, they talked about
two experiences from their list that they believed they could write about well. As each student
talked through their experiences and ideas for writing their narrative, their peers offered
suggestions or questions that the student could use to expand their narrative and give readers
more details. Students also helped each other decide which narrative would be better to write.
For example, Penny, a student in my second period class, shared two experiences: one was about
getting shot with a beebee gun by her friend and the other was a story about her niece. The
students listened and engaged with each of her experiences, and when she was finished sharing,
they discussed with her about her two options. In the end, the class helped Penny decide to write
about her experience with her friend because she had more details in that story, and the story was
very funny. The class showed their support for their classmates by listening and helping each
other decide which stories would be best to write based on each student’s excitement to write
about an experience.

While these lessons were not necessary in order to teach students about coming-of-age or
how to write a narrative, these lessons did show students how they have value. In the end of the
year surveys given to all classes, students overwhelmingly enjoyed lessons where they were able
to explore academic topics in their own lives. For example, 73% of the juniors chose the
coming-of-age discussion as their favorite activity during the semester. Furthermore, 73% of the
junior students said that they would also choose a counting game as their favorite activity. The
students’ feedback demonstrates that allowing students to be themselves, and be kids, creates a
classroom environment where students feel safe and valued. These results also align with the
findings of Alston (2012) and Keyes (2019). Both of their research found that student centered
practices lead to a safe and respectful learning environment. In creating scaffolding using my
students’ own experiences and understanding when students just needed to play a game, | created
a classroom environment that centered around students’ needs and identities.

The seniors were also given a survey. In their results, | found that non-academic
discussions and the ability to choose played the biggest role in creating a respectful classroom
environment. For example, 92% of the seniors responded that they enjoyed the meme check-ins
that we had throughout the semester. These check-ins consisted of pictures of popular memes, or
viral photos, that students had to choose from to express how they were feeling that day. These
check-ins put smiles on the students' faces and invited them to be honest about how they were
feeling while also making them laugh. In addition, the seniors overwhelmingly favored
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assignments that involved personal choice. The students chose the choice project at the end of
their narrative unit as their favorite assignment of the semester because they were able to choose
how to complete the assignment and whether they worked independently or with a partner. In
the senior classes, they felt the most valued when they were trusted to make choices that they
saw benefited them best. Pendergast et al. (2018) and Skerrett (2012) both found that mutual
respect helped foster a supportive classroom environment. By allowing my students autonomy
and giving my students a space where they were allowed to be happy, sad, tired, overwhelmed,
or any other emotion, | fostered an environment where students felt comfortable and safe to
learn.

Conclusion and Implications

There were four major findings of this study. The first major finding was that student
participation increased as trust was built with the teacher. Student academic success as
emotional well-being improved as the student's relationship with the teacher improved. Prior
research indicates that group work, choice, and non-academic activities help foster strong
classroom relationships (Back et al., 2016; Booker, 2021; Krei & Shoulders, 2015; Lewis &
Tierney, 2013; Sandwick et al., 2019). Specific ways in which a teacher can help foster a strong,
respectful relationship with individual students include: supporting the student at non-academic
or extracurricular activities, engaging in conversation about a student’s emotional well-being,
providing opportunities to participate in non-academic discussions or activities, and adapting
assignments and curriculum to students’ identities. The second major finding of this study was
that structured group work allowed students to build strong peer bonds. Strong peer
relationships provide an additional layer of safety and comfort in the classroom. Teachers can
help foster peer bonds through non-academic discussion and activities, but more importantly, a
teacher can foster strong peer bonds through group work. Having students work in various
groups and partnerships throughout the semester gives students the structure and space to get
comfortable with each other. The more a teacher can get different students to engage with each
other, the more cohesive their classroom environment will be.

The third major finding of this study indicates that, as a teacher, admitting mistakes
modeled and encouraged respectful behavior. When students see that even an authority figure
can be honest, genuine, and mistaken, it creates an environment where anyone and everyone can
be their authentic self. There are many opportunities teachers have to be honest and genuine.
For example, when a student finds a mistake in a presentation, the teacher can thank the student
for catching their mistake. Another opportunity to uplift students may be if a student asks a
question that the teacher does not know the answer to. Instead of ignoring the question or
making up an answer, the teacher can thank the student for asking a good question and work with
the student on finding the correct answer. The last major finding of this study was that strong
classroom relationships and classroom management practices that encourage honesty and
authenticity are major contributors to a respectful classroom environment and strong classroom
support system. Prior research supports this finding; strong classroom relationships lead to a
respectful and supportive classroom environment (Cheung, 2019; Berchiatti et al., 2020).
Fostering a strong classroom environment requires honesty, authenticity, prioritization of
students’ needs and identities, and attention to meaningful peer bonds.

There were five major limitations of this study. The first limitation was the small sample
size. | focused on four classes throughout the Fall 2021 semester, and these classes added up to
fifty-three students total. In addition, I received only eighteen sets of parental and student
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consent forms. While | was able to generalize the whole class environment, | was only able to
rely on these eighteen students when it came to analyzing specific examples of the classroom
environment. Furthermore, all participants were juniors and seniors in a high school English
classroom; thus, all students were between the ages of sixteen and eighteen years old. Another
limitation was the academic make-up of the participants. Since | was teaching solely within the
co-taught curriculum track, all participants had an individualized education plan (IEP). While
this does not greatly affect the implications of the findings, it should be noted that more than just
myself and my cooperating teacher were in the Junior Co-Taught classroom daily. The pace of
the curriculum also allowed for more individualized instruction and whole class community
building. The last limitation of this study was that it was implemented by a student-teacher, so
there were few explicit classroom policies and procedures implemented.

Keeping these limitations in mind, there are some valuable implications for teachers,
teacher education programs, and future research in the education field. Implications for teachers
include the importance of explicit policies and procedures, the need for honesty and genuineness,
and the importance of discovering ways to foster individual relationships with your students,
relationships between your students, and a classroom community. Explicit policies and
procedures give students direction and allow for more time to focus on the classroom
community. These policies and procedures can include honesty and genuineness, two important
factors in classroom management. Honesty and genuineness are great tools for fostering
individual relationships with students as well as modeling how students can support and respect
their peers. Lastly, finding ways to incorporate community building into lessons as well as in the
form of non-academic discussions and activities can help foster classroom relationships and a
strong classroom environment. Many of the implications for teachers also apply to teacher
education programs. Teacher education programs need to reinforce the power of honesty and
genuineness in the classroom. Furthermore, teacher education programs need to be able to
prepare their students for the trial and error of classroom management. When it comes to
classroom management, there is no one set of guidelines and rules that will fit every classroom,
and it is often that teachers do not get a handle on their classroom management style until they
are already working full-time in the field. Some areas for future research include how teacher
education programs can better simulate classroom management practices, specific classroom
policies and procedures that help foster peer relationships and classroom community, and student
feedback on classroom environments.
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