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Learning Environments Scenarios & Discussion Guide 
 
The preceding pages provide an in-depth look at things to consider when building a safe and 
supportive class learning environment.  The following scenarios consider two classrooms with 
qualitatively different learning environments.  As you peek into a Monday morning in these two 
teachers’ classrooms, consider the following suggested uses:   
 
Use one of the Safe and Supportive Learning Environments Checklists (available on 
www.educationalcompost.com) to analyze the classroom practices of both teachers.  What are 
these teachers doing to either create or inhibit a safe & supportive learning environment?  
Journal your thoughts or discuss them with other educators or educational leaders.  Consider a 
series of discussions using the scenarios with each of the checklists.  Then self-reflect on your 
own classroom practices and consider how to strengthen the safety and supportiveness of the 
learning environment.   
 
 
 

 
 

Ms. Brocklehurst runs a tight ship.  She expects students to show up, ready to 
learn and work hard, and she doesn’t tolerate misbehavior.  The bell has just 
rung and students begin filing into the classroom.  On the board she has listed 

“Morning Work,” in tidy D’Nealian handwriting, with directions underneath that include getting 
out their materials for class, turning in homework, getting bathroom and drink needs taken 
care of before the second bell rings, and a math worksheet.   
 
She calls out to students, “Don’t forget to turn in your homework.”  As students turn in their 
homework, she checks their name off of a list.  When the bell rings once more, students have 
settled into their seats arranged in rows facing the board and are working on the math 
worksheet.   
 
Ms. Brocklehurst waits until the school pledge and announcements have finished before 
reading off the names of students who have not turned in their homework.  She calls out each 
name individually, saying, “Janie, where is your homework?” 
 
Janie holds it up, half finished.   
 
“If you didn’t finish it last night, you’ll have to do it during recess.”  “Terrell, what about you?”   
 
He shakes his head.  
 
“You don’t have it?  Well, I guess I’m going to have to talk to mom about why you can’t seem to 
do the few problems of homework I send home a night.”   

Scenario 1: 
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“Kayne, what’s you’re excuse?” 
 
Kayne replies that his grandma usually watches him and his sisters every evening, and helps 
them with homework, but she was sick last night.   
 
“Doesn’t matter, Kayne.  Those were review problems, you should know this stuff by now.”  She 
turns to the whole class and says with an increase in volume, “Boys and girls, I won’t ever give 
you homework that’s too hard for you to do on your own.  You all should be able to do the few 
problems I do assign.  Responsibility.  Does anyone know what that means?”  No students raise 
their hands, but the teacher continues, “Why is it important to be responsible?  What does 
responsibility have to do with homework?”  Slight pause, Ms. Brocklehurst continues, “It’s 
important for you to be responsible and take ownership for your own learning.  When you 
don’t do your homework, you are not doing all you can to learn and practice.”  She then writes 
the three names of the students on the board saying, “Bring your homework out to recess with 
you today.”   
 
She then takes attendance while students work on their math sheet, then calls on two students 
who have finished to take the attendance page to the office and pass out the worksheet for the 
next activity.  She asks students to put away their morning work and focus on her.  A couple of 
students write their names on the top of their paper.  She says sharply, “Did I tell you to do 
anything with that paper?  No.  Put your pencils down.”   
 
She begins to explain the activity again and pauses once more, “The next person who picks up 
their pencil loses their first five of the day.”  She points to a chart on the wall.  Every student 
has a clothes pin marked with their name that is clipped around the “safe” section.  Below it are 
“lose 5 minutes of recess,” “lose 10 minutes of recess,” “lose all of recess,” then “note home 
and owe me 20 sentences,” and “trip to the principal’s office and owe me 50 sentences.”  
Students who were writing on the worksheet quickly stop and watch the teacher.  “Thank you,” 
she says before continuing.   
 
As she explains the activity, she frequently asks questions.  Some students raise their hands.  
When students answer her questions correctly, she says, “Good job” or “Perfect.”  When they 
don’t answer correctly, she prompts with a choice between the correct answer and the answer 
the student gave.  “No.  What did we talk about Friday?  Was it terrestrial ecosystems or 
oceanic ecosystems?”  Or she asks, “Can anyone help Stevie out?”  As she continues to ask 
questions, fewer and fewer students volunteer.   
 
After she has explained the activity, she tells students that she will be giving a bag of mini 
gummy candies to the student who does the best job on this worksheet.  She says she will allow 
them to choose to work with a partner or a small group, but reminds them that they are 
competing for the prize so they need to make sure they do a good job.  Students ask her if this 
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assignment is for a grade and she says, “Yes, so you better make sure you’re extra careful while 
working on it.  It will be going on your first quarter grade report.” 
 
During the work time, the teacher has called a group of students back to work with her on the 
assignment, saying, “I just think this might be a little bit challenging for you and I want to make 
sure you can do it.”  When these students complain, the teacher says, “I’m just trying to help 
you and make this easier for you to do.  Wouldn’t you rather do what’s easiest?”   
 
While she is working with the students, Terrell is laughing with the two boys he has chosen to 
work with.  The teacher calls his name from across the room and tells him to “give me five.”  He 
is visibly upset, and begins to argue that he wasn’t the only one.  The teacher replies, “I don’t 
want to hear it.  If you keep up the attitude, you’ll have to give me another five.  You need to be 
in control of your own behavior.” 
 
 

Mr. Bhaer runs a tight ship.  He expects students to show up, ready to learn 
and work hard, and he doesn’t tolerate behavior that breaks down the fabric 
of the class community.  The bell has just rung, and the teacher is standing at 

the door greeting each student as they file in.  Students automatically head to their tables, 
unpack their materials, and put their bags and coats in their cubbies.  On the board is a morning 
message that is slightly crooked and clearly written by a student.  The message reads: 
 “Good Morning Colleagues! 

 This week we will continue our work as novice environmental scientists.  It will 
be challenging, but I know each and every one of us will do great work as learners and 
scientists this week!  Last Friday we talked about three different kinds of ecosystems.  I 
would like for you to tell me how our classroom might be like an ecosystem.  You can 
draw a picture with labels that help me understand your thinking or write out your 
thinking on paper.  If you’re not sure, just give it a shot, do the best job you can, and 
that will give us some interesting things to think and talk about.   
      Looking forward to this week, 
      Mr.  Bhaer” 

 
Once the students have put away their belongings and returned to their spots at tables of about 
three to four students each, they stand, reading the board.  Two students move up to get a 
closer look, squatting down so as not to block their classmates.  One student turns and softly 
asks her tablemate to read the letter aloud to her.  Some students whisper the letter aloud to 
themselves.  All are focused on reading Mr. Bhaer’s message.  There is a quiet hum as students 
settle down with notebook paper and pencils or move to get colored pencils from the class 
supply bins.  By the second bell, all students are engaged. 
 
A student takes attendance, without prompting, and hands it to Mr. Bhaer for “quality control.”  
After he scans it, she then takes this to the office.  Another two students collect blue folders 
from each of the students.  These are lying out on the tables beside each student.  They check 

Scenario 2: 
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to make sure the paper inside has a name, whispering to the student if they forgot, then move 
to the back table.  They take out the papers, hand the full stack to the teacher, and place the 
folders in each student’s corresponding mailbox.  Occasionally, a student will get up and sign 
out on a clipboard before taking a bathroom/drink pass off the wall.  Those students come and 
go quickly and quietly.    
 
After about 10 minutes of students working quietly, the teacher says, “Alright my colleagues, 
please join me at the front carpet for our Monday morning meeting.”  Students shuffle quickly 
and quietly to the front of the room and sit in a half circle around the teacher.  Mr. Bhaer 
begins with a student seated at his left and says, “What’s you’re forecast like today?”  Each 
student takes turns reporting things like, “Sunny and warm because my mom gave me my 
favorite fruit snacks for lunch.” Or “Drizzly, I’m tired from the weekend.” Or “Stormy and rainy.  
I don’t want to say why.”   
 
When the teacher has thanked all the students for sharing their “forecast,” he says, “Okay 
everyone, let’s take care of business, shall we?  First, thank you to all the folks last week who 
trained our new class leaders for their jobs this week.  Things ran smoothly this morning and I 
have no doubt your help had a big part to do with that.  Thank you to this week’s class leaders.  
You did an excellent job serving our community this morning! 
 
Next, I’d like to bring up the important decision we made together on Friday.  Would last 
week’s class reporter please share the challenge we faced together?” 
 
A student raises his hand and says, “We goofed off during a group science task and didn’t give 
our best effort.”   
 
“Yes,” Mr. Bhaer replies, “And you had some interesting thoughts as to ways that might help us 
do a better job from now on.  Who remembers what we agreed on as a solution?”  Several 
hands raise.  Mr. Bhaer smiles at the students and waits.  Little light bulbs go off and more 
students raise their hands.   
 
Finally, Mr. Bhaer calls on a student who says hesitantly, “Um, lose our recess if we don’t stay 
on-task.”   
 
Several students shake their heads to say no, and the teacher says, “Jessie, that was one of the 
ideas the class suggested last week, yes.  Remember that we voted on implementing one of the 
ideas.  Picture the list of suggestions we came up with and think about which one we circled 
after we’d voted.”   
 
He pauses, some students say, “Oo!” and raise their hands excitedly.  Mr. Bhaer places his 
finger on his lips and winks at these students, and then waits on Jessie as she thinks.   
 
Eventually she says, “Have a group manager?” 
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Students nod their heads vigorously.  Mr. Bhaer says, “Thank you for sticking with me Jessie!  I 
appreciate that you took time to use the remembering strategy and didn’t give up!”  He then 
reviews that, from now on, when students are working with their science teams, they will take 
turns being the group manager.  The group manager will be in charge of helping the group stay 
on task.  They will try this today, during the science lesson activity, and see how it works and 
whether they need to adjust their new strategy.   
 
Next, Mr. Bhaer asks all students to go back to their seats and clear off their tables for science, 
then move to join their science teams.  He plays a 30 second tune on the CD player and 
students shuffle to follow his direction.  One student laughs at a larger girl and says, “Move it 
fattie.”  
 
Mr. Bhaer firmly says, “Kaden, give me a coin please.  You will use part of your free time to 
write our colleague an apology letter for your disrespect towards her.”  The student growls out 
loud and stomps over to a pocket chart in the corner.  He takes a coin from his pocket and 
throws it in the jar near the chart.     
 
Each pocket has three plastic gold coins in it and is labeled with a student’s name.  Next to the 
pocket chart is a large jar filled with more coins.  Above the pocket chart is a sign that reads 
“The cost of keeping our community from thriving” with the following notations below it: “lose 
one coin = lose part of your free time to make amends,” “lose second coin = lose more of your 
free time to make amends,” “lose third coin = lose all of your free time to make amends and call 
a parent or guardian,” “gain one additional coin = one privilege point,” “gain two additional 
coins = two privilege points,” and “gain three additional coins = three privilege points.”   
 
Kaden returns to his seat and yanks his chair out and puts his hand in his head.  Mr. Bhaer says, 
“Science teams, I would like for you to do two things.  Our class leaders in charge of documents 
distribution are currently handing out the directions for your task today.  I would like for you to 
first elect your group manager for the day.  Then I would like for you to independently read the 
directions.  Please come up with two good questions to ask about the task for today in your 
science teams.”  Students immediately begin to follow directions.  In all this time Kaden has not 
moved.   
 
Mr. Bhaer walks up to him and squats down beside his desk and speaks in a low, quiet tone.  He 
says, “Kaden, it looks like you’re disappointed and frustrated right now.  Is that true?”  Kaden 
nods.  “Do you need to schedule an appointment with me to discuss the fairness of the 
consequence?”   
 
Kaden shakes his head no and says a little sullenly, “No, it’s fair.”   
 
Mr. Bhaer says, “Well, you’ve got the whole day ahead of you to turn this situation around.  I 
know for a fact that you can do it.  But there’s one thing that would stop you, isn’t there?” 
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Kaden nods and says, “Me.”   
 
“That’s right my friend, you can make all the difference in your day.  I’m going to do everything I 
can to help you, but ultimately it’s up to you.”  Kaden nods.   
 
“Now, would you like for me to go over the directions one more time with you before you join 
your science team?”   
 
Kaden shakes his head and says, “I heard.”   
 
“Alright my friend, then what are you waiting for?” and Mr. Bhaer gives Kaden a wink and sends 
him to his science team before beginning the lesson.   
 

 

 


