
Volume : 4 | Issue : 7 | July 2015 ISSN - 2250-1991

436  | PARIPEX - INDIAN JOURNAL OF RESEARCH

Research Paper

Historical Perspectives of Classroom Learning 
Environment (1920-Present)

Education

Partha Ghosh Research scholar, dept. of education, (K.U) West Bengal

KEYWORDS

A
B

S
TR

A
C

T

A classroom learning environment (CLE) is a combination of social and physical qualities that create the classroom 
experience. Classroom learning environment comes under the broad heading of classroom management. From 1920 to 
present many research had already been done in this field. The present paper aims to investigate the historical background 
of this classroom learning environment (CLE) and try to realize the trends of change from ancient to modern.

Introduction: Over the past 95 years, the study of classroom 
environments has received increased attention by researchers, 
teachers, school administrators and administrators of school 
systems. Vivid descriptions and images of schools through 
powerful movies (for example, To Sir with Love, Up the Down 
Staircase, Dead Poets Society) and less powerful dramatiza-
tions (Glenview High, Class of 75, Beverly Hills 90210, Bos-
ton Public) all attest to the centrality of environment to the 
defining character of schools and classrooms. The concept of 
environment, as applied to educational settings, refers to the 
atmosphere, ambience, tone, or climate that pervades the par-
ticular setting. It is noteworthy from the outset to recognize 
that classroom environments are human environments. Ac-
cordingly, research in this field has focused historically on the 
psychosocial dimensions of the environment - those aspects of 
the environment that focus on human behaviour in origin or 
outcome (Boy & Pine 1988).

Objectives of the study:
The present study aimed at investigating the following 
objectives:
(1) Historical background of the classroom learning environ-

ment (CLE)
(2)What changes are taken place in the field of CLE?
 
Methodology:
Ancient era of classroom Learning environment: Learning 
environment research has its roots in the work of early social 
psychologists. The earliest recorded classroom climate research 
was conducted by Thomas in the 1920s in the United States 
(see Chavez 1984).In line with much early research in class-
room, Thomas’s work focused on the observation and record-
ing of explicit classroom phenomena rather that the psycho-
logical meaning of events. This early work was improved by 
Lewin’s (1936) field theory which defined behaviour as a func-
tion of person and environment (that is,B=f {P,E}). For Lewin,-
this meant that the field with which the scientist must deal 
is the “life space” of the individual. this life space consists 
of the person and the psychological environment as it exists 
for him. (Cartwright 1975, p. 11)Murray (1938), Stern, Stein, 
and Bloom (1956) and Pace and Stern (1958) extended Lew-
in’s work to develop a need press theory in which persons are 
conceptualized in terms of its press. Needs are the important 
determinants of behaviour within the individual (Genn 1984). 
According to Murray (1938), ‘the press of an object is what it 
can do to the subject - the power it has to affect the well-be-
ing of the subject in one way or another’ (p. 121). Pace 
(1963) suggested that an environment’s crucial aspects are ‘its 
overall atmosphere or characteristics, the kinds of things that 
are rewarded, encouraged, emphasised, the style of life which 
is valued in the community and is most visibly expressed and 
felt’ (p. 73). Within this theory, needs and press interact to 
produce and guide behaviour. In a school, an individual stu-

dent or teacher has particular needs and the school’s press ei-
ther satisfies of frustrates these needs.

Stern (1970) extended need-press theory to develop a theo-
ry in which the degree of person-environment congruence is 
related to student outcomes (Fraser 1986). This theory has 
been the basis for person-environment fit studies in which the 
congruence between actual and preferred environments is as-
sessed and related to student outcomes (see Fraser 1994).

Modern era of classroom learning environment :  The 
modern era of learning 1960s when Rudolf Moos and Herbert 
Walberg began independent lines of research on the concep-
tualize environment research commenced in the late 1960s 
and assessment of psychosocial environments. Moos’s (1987) 
suite of social climate scales provided the impetus for studies 
in a diverse range of human environments including hospitals, 
prisons, workplaces (including schools), university residences, 
groups and classrooms. The main theoretical legacy of Moos’s 
work at Stanford University has been the enduring acceptance 
of his three dimensions of human environments: Relation-
ship (the nature and intensity of personal relationships with-
in the environment), Personal Development (basic directions 
along which personal growth and self-enhancement tend to 
occur) and System Maintenance and System Change (the ex-
tent to which the environment is orderly, clear in expectations, 
maintains control and is responsive to change). Few genuine 
learning environment researchers of the past 30 years have 
departed from this general framework for conceptualizing en-
vironments.

Walberg’s involvement in Harvard Project Physics (HPP) re-
quired the evaluation of the learning environment (see Wal-
berg & Anderson 1968). HPP was an experimentally-based 
physics course for secondary school students in the United 
States in the 1960s. Did this new approach to the teaching 
and learning of physics in American classrooms make a differ-
ence to classroom climate? In contrast to the 1960’s behav-
iorism and the use of observers in classrooms (see Dunkin & 
Biddle 1974), Walberg’s research employed students’ percep-
tual data collected by questionnaire. Additionally, these per-
ceptions focused on summary judgments based on months 
of immersion in classrooms taught by HPP or conventional 
knowledge-transmission methods. Walberg’s work showed 
that students could make valid summary judgments about 
their classrooms and that these perceptions should be used in 
learning environment research. From the 1970s research on 
the conceptualization and assessment of classroom environ-
ments has developed rapidly. Much of this work has been due 
to the academic leadership of the Australian Barry Fraser. His 
substantive research agenda in this field has led to Australia 
being recognized as a leading country for classroom environ-
ment research. Methodological issues have been the subject 
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of lengthy consideration by classroom environment researchers 
and the following section discusses important developments 
in this area. Several literature reviews (Fraser, 1986, 1994, 
1998; Fraser and Walberg, 1991) place these developments 
into historical perspective and show that learning environ-
ment assessments have been used as a source of dependent 
and independent variables in a rich variety of research appli-
cations spanning many countries. The assessment of learning 
environments and research applications have involved a variety 
of quantitative and qualitative methods, and an important ac-
complishment within the field has been the productive combi-
nation of quantitative and qualitative research methods (Tobin 
and Fraser, 1998). 

To appreciate the concept of environment and its subtle ef-
fects, it is useful to consider a metaphor. In 1991, Walberg 
used Tolstoy’s  War and Peace  to refer to the strength of an 
army as the product of its mass and that unknown X, or 
the spirit of the army. Observable inputs like the number of 
combatants, guns and so on are insufficient: the esprit de 
corps is critical in determining outcomes. So it is in human 
environments like classrooms. Without a consideration of the 
crucial role of the psychosocial environment of classrooms, 
educational productivity cannot be optimized.

In Queensland, recent research commissioned by Education 
Queensland - the Queensland School Reform Longitudinal 
Study (QSRLS 2001) - makes specific reference to  support-
ive classroom environments as one of four general dimen-
sions of its Productive Pedagogies framework. Table shows 
the five elements of this key dimension. While not all learn-
ing environment researchers would accept that Explicit Quali-
ty Performance Criteria  is a bona fide psychosocial construct, 
the QSRLS shows that learning environment is a focus of 
contemporary thinking on school reform. Clearly the concept 
of environment is important and powerful. Teachers relate 
to the concept - it is not an esoteric abstraction created by 
researchers for researchers. Reviews of classroom environment 
research by Fraser (1998b), Dorman (2002), Goh and Khine 
(2002) and Khine and Fisher (2003) have delineated at least 
10 areas of classroom environment research including: associ-
ations between classroom environment and outcomes,etc. 

FINDINGS:
(1) Over the past 95 years, the study of classroom environ-

ments has received increased attention       by research-
ers, teachers, school administrators and administrators of 
school systems.

(2) The earliest recorded classroom climate research was con-
ducted by Thomas in the 1920s in the United States.

(3) This early work was improved by Lewin’s (1936).
(4) Murray (1938), Stern, Stein, and Bloom (1956) and Pace 

and Stern (1958) extended Lewin’s work to develop 
a need-press theory.

(5)  The modern era of learning environment research com-
menced in the late 1960s when Rudolf Moos and Herbert 
Walberg began independent lines of research on the con-
ceptualization and assessment of psychosocial environ-
ments.

(6) From the 1970s research on the conceptualization and as-
sessment of classroom environments has developed rapidly. 

Much of this work has been due to the academic leader-
ship of the Australian Barry Fraser.

(7) Australia being recognized as a leading country for class-
room environment research.

(8)  Another approach to studying educational environments 
involves application of the techniques of naturalistic in-
quiry, ethnography, case study or interpretive research (Er-
ickson, 1998).

(9) In Queensland, recent research commissioned by Education 
Queensland - the Queensland School Reform Longitudinal 
Study (QSRLS 2001) - makes specific reference to support-
ive classroom environments as one of four general dimen-
sions of its Productive Pedagogies framework.

(10) Goh and Khine (2002) and Khine and Fisher (2003) have 
delineated at least 10 areas of classroom environment re-
search.

(11) Much rah (2003) investigated the environment in social 
science classrooms using technology.

(12) Rickards, den Brok and Fisher (2005) built upon this 
Dutch research to develop similar profiles for teacher com-
munication styles in Australian schools.

(13) Wan and Ma (2006) investigated the use of wireless lap-
tops in college classrooms that purportedly had a construc-
tivist learning environment.

(14) John Seely Brown (2008) reported a study on the chang-
ing CLE in the 21st century continues to increase.

(15) Veronica Diaz, Joann Golas, Susan Gautsch(2010) Along-
side the rapid growth of e-learning, higher education 
has witnessed the explosion of Web 2.0 tools and other 
emerging technologies (Sclater 2008).

 
Conclusion:
After a brief discussion about the historical perspectives of 
classroom Learning Environment, it is concluded that though 
the research on CLE was started in the 1920 with the research 
work of Thomas in the United States but the modern era of 
classroom learning environment research was developed in the 
1960s when Rudolf Moos and Herbert Walberg began inde-
pendent lines of research on the conceptualization and assess-
ment of psychosocial environments. In this field Australian re-
searcher Barry Fraser is an famous personality for his work on 
the conceptualization and assessment of classroom environ-
ments. After 1960 to till the research on CLE has growing on. 
In this perspectives the country like Australia, USA, newzea-
land, South Korea, Japan, and India are taking the baton of 
leadership. Most of research is conducted by this country. But 
one thinks is needed to be mentioned that is the researcher 
on the field of CLE, are follow the principles of Rudolf Moos 
and Herbert Walberg, when conducted the research work.


