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COLUMN: BETWEEN TEACHERS

Designing Your Classroom Before Students Arrive

Author: Maggie Price

Like many other beginning teachers, |
entered the classroom with no knowledge of
or experience in the world of education. I
did not study education in college, and I had
not been a traditional student teacher. I was
fortunate enough to be teaching at the high
school that I had graduated from only six
years earlier and had a large support system
of my own former teachers and others at the
school. What I found, though, was that most
of the advice I was given was directed at the
big picture, like contributing to students’
long-term success or deciding what I wanted
my classroom rules to be for the year. All
advice was given to me under the
assumption that I at least somewhat knew
what [ was doing.

While I deeply value and appreciate
this advice, what I really needed was help
with the small choices, like how to
physically set up my classroom and how to
organize my day as well as my space so that
it ran efficiently. I needed to be given advice
on how to achieve basic survival in the
classroom, which is a feeling that can easily
become forgotten once daily routines
become second nature. Many beginning
teachers may receive this guidance from
mentors during their first few weeks of the
school year, but as someone who began
mid-year, [ had no formal mentor until the
start of the following school year.

I’ve been teaching for two and a half
years now, and have learned many lessons
throughout that time about how to set up a
classroom so that it maximizes your chances
of surviving the school year.

The Beginning

My teaching journey began in the middle of
the school year, when I was hired at the
beginning of the second semester. Despite
having no real idea of what I was doing, |
instantly fell in love with teaching. That love
was the only thing that carried me through
the remainder of the school year. Looking
back, I remember feeling extremely stressed
and overwhelmed. Every day, I was
responsible for managing 70 students while
making countless decisions that no one had
prepared me to make. I had so many
questions that only led to more. At the time,
each of these questions felt like life or death.
e How do I want students to sit?
e Should I have assigned seats?
e How do I assign them?
e Where do I want to sit?
e Why do I just have a lab counter and
no desk for myself?
Where do students turn in work?
e Where do students find materials,
like scissors?
e Should they always have access to
scissors, since they’re mini knives?
One seemingly random concern that
I had was their access to staplers. When I
was a high school student, I had witnessed a
fellow classmate staple himself in the
forearm, partially because he was dared, and
partially out of boredom. The teacher
remained oblivious and never noticed the
incident. That was the type of classroom that
I wanted to avoid when setting up my own.
The decisions made in response to those
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questions continue to shape my classroom
every day, much more than I initially
expected.

The Lesson

Throughout that first semester and even the
following school year, my learning
experiences all pointed to one central idea:
Classroom management begins before the
student misbehaves. Experienced teachers
did hint at this in their advice to me, but
most classroom management advice was
about creating rules to deter distracting
behaviors or how to respond when those
behaviors happen. That is still valuable for
beginning teachers to know, but it is also
very important to understand that
classrooms can be designed and set up in
ways that help to minimize interruptions.

Letting the Classroom Answer Questions

One thing that you’ll quickly learn once you
begin teaching is that students will ask you
what feels like 100 questions each, all at the
same time, every single day. For me, this felt
like it increased my stress ten-fold. I was
already overwhelmed, and felt like I was
being pulled in a million directions at the
start of each class. So, I decided to try to set
my room up to be able to answer some
questions itself, before the student ever felt
the need to ask me. I wanted students to
already know where to sit, where to get
materials, where to turn things in, and where
to find absent work without having to
interrupt me and ask.

I didn’t figure out how to do all of
that at once, and I am continuing to refine
my classroom so that it runs more smoothly.
I began by making nametags for the desks so
that students had assigned seats. Each time I
gave new assigned seats, I began writing
“New Assigned Seats” on the whiteboard
with a smiley face. As students came in,
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they would see the board and automatically
find their new seats without me having to
remind them or be interrupted by them
asking if we had new seats. Now when I
change seats, I no longer have to stop
instruction to inform students of the change.

I even learned one lesson about
assigned seats by accident. I start every
semester with students sitting in alphabetical
order so I can learn their names more easily.
This past semester, I didn’t have time to
create nametags before the first day. So, out
of necessity, I decided to let students choose
their seats on the first day. Throughout class,
I observed the students and took notes on
who was the most talkative, which students
distracted each other, and which were very
quiet. After school, I created a seating chart
and set up nametags. When students came in
the next day and saw they had assigned
seats, they assumed it was because they had
been too talkative the day before and
exhibited better behavior.

Something that causes many
distractions without teachers noticing is
student access to classroom materials, like
scissors, colored pencils, or glue. I’ve
always kept one materials station, and
originally just used the setup that was left by
the previous teacher in my classroom. This
setup was on a small wooden table with
open shoe-box-sized storage containers for
the materials. The station was mostly out of
sight, and students had to stoop down to
access the materials. I quickly realized the
Materials Station needed to change, so |
moved it to an area with easier access, but
kept the open containers. I noticed that
students tended to throw materials back into
the containers from a few feet away instead
of walking them back and placing them
where they belonged. To fix that behavior
issue, I decided to move to stackable,
labeled drawers. I set these up at the
beginning of summer with the hope that it
will make throwing colored pencils too
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inconvenient for students to attempt, but I
won’t know if it works until school begins.

The biggest source of student
questions that I face is about absent work.
Many beginning teachers are caught by
surprise at the number of chronically absent
students. There are several ways that
make-up work can be given to students, and
like my materials station, I have tried a
couple of different things. At first, students
had to ask me for makeup work, and I would
get it for them. I absolutely do not
recommend this as it is stressful. You will
quickly get disorganized because you will
learn that you have to keep all assignments
out and easy to access at all times, and
you’re inviting constant interruptions. It was
a large “no thank you” for me.

Next, I tried keeping a folder for
each day of the week in a location for
students to access. Monday contains the
work for Monday from that week, Tuesday
contains Tuesday’s work, and so on.
Because some students miss more than one
week at a time, they become confused, and it
resulted in me still being interrupted by
questions.

Now, I do something that takes a lot
of time to set up at the beginning of the
semester, but is completely worth it. [ have a
bin of hanging file folders, with one for each
student. When they are absent, during that
same class period, I will put all papers from
class in their folder. If they ask me where to
find their missing work, even if they’ve
missed nine days, [ say “It should be in your
folder by the door. Did you check it?”
Usually the student will go to the folder and
find what they need. While it is tiring to
create folders for all students, using the
folders consistently throughout the school
year has created a system that students can
independently use. It has greatly reduced the
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stress caused by constant interruptions from
students regarding absent work and has
helped me to maintain tidiness and order in
my classroom.

One Decision at a Time

These are just a few examples of the
constant tweaks that are happening in my
room. None of the decisions are big
decisions when you look at them separately,
but during my first semester, they each felt
overwhelming because I had never been
taught the small things about setting up a
classroom. All of those small decisions have
now worked together to help my room run
more smoothly and to reduce my stress load
during the school day. I hope that this
information is helpful to other beginning
teachers as you plan for your new rooms and
begin setting them up. I also want to remind
beginning teachers that your classroom can
be changed at any time. No classroom is
perfect, but every room can be refined by
making one small decision at a time.

If you are setting up your first
classroom, or you are considering making
changes in your classroom, this resource
may be helpful. The QR code below will
direct you to a quick-tips classroom setup
guide. There are five tips for teachers who
may be overwhelmed with setting up their
room. The guide could also be used in
professional development sessions for
beginning teachers. On the guide, there is
another QR code that will direct you to a
more comprehensive guide that discusses
the pros and cons of several classroom setup
options. Using the pro/con guide can help
you make decisions based on several factors,
depending on how you would like your
classroom to be set up and what your
teaching style is.
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Scan the OR code for Classroom Setup Quick Tips

Maggie Price teaches Biology and AP Biology at Piedmont High School in Union County Public
Schools. She is currently pursuing her Master of Arts in Teaching at UNC Charlotte. In the
future, she hopes to pursue National Board Certification as she continues developing her practice
as a science educator.
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