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When individual student desks 
continue to be the norm and class-
rooms look the same as they did 20 
years ago, we have done a disservice 
to our students and taken away their 
ability to have choice in how they 
learn best. Research commissioned 
by the New Zealand Ministry of 
Education on the impact of physical 
design on student outcomes supports 
the idea that space is as important as 
the learning taking place. “It sug-

gests that the learning space must 
be explicitly considered as part of 
planning and delivery to leverage the 
full potential of its impact on student 
outcomes,” writes report author Dr. 
Gabrielle Wall. Inadequate learning 
spaces can have an adverse impact 
on student engagement and achieve-
ment. The two should always be 
mutually exclusive, especially as many 
school/ districts further transform 
their educational institutions into one 
that fosters blended and personalized 
learning.

As learning spaces continue to 
transform, so too does the focus 
on the whole child and their social 
emotional needs. All too often, we 
have seen much attention given to 
learning spaces that directly impact 
academics and little to those spac-
es that would directly affect their 
social means. We must shift our 
thinking and challenge the status 
quo. Through the case study below, 
you will see how one school tran-
sitioned away from the traditional 
counseling office.

During the 2017-2018 school 
year, the Lindbergh School District, 
a suburb of St. Louis, Missouri was 
in its 5th year of seeing significant 
increases in enrollment. Long Ele-
mentary, 1 of 5 at the time, had a to-
tal enrollment of over 670 students. 
A growth of 200 students in 5 years.  
In a building that could adequately 
accommodate 550 students, every 
available space was being utilized, 
including custodial closets and stair-

wells. That August, a relief valve 
came, and a new elementary school 
opened that August.

When the new elementary 
opened, Long immediately lost 
almost 200 students to redistrict-
ing. This provided them a unique 
opportunity to not only redefine 
who they were as a school commu-
nity, but also many of the spaces 
they had previously lost to stu-
dent growth. This was not without 
challenge. There were significant 
budget constraints which meant 
outside funding sources would have 
to be found to assist with any major 
redesign. As luck would have it, a 
grant opportunity presented itself 
and in May of 2017, Long Elemen-
tary and their school counselor, Kim 
Maddock, became the recipient of 
a $5,000 ITEF grant. ITEF is the 
Innovation Technology Education 
Fund, a St. Louis foundation that 
empowers educators to embrace 
innovative learning projects and 
use technology in creative ways that 
promote excellence in education.

Traditionally, school counselors 
have a small room located near the 
main office. In this traditional space, 
because of the size, only a small 
group of students could meet at best. 
With an increase of students with 
significant social emotional needs 
and a desire to have a greater impact 
on students, a plan was developed 
that required moving to what had 
always been a grade level classroom. 
Maddock needed and wanted a space 
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In a typical day, students 
switch tasks every 3 minutes, 
get interrupted every 11 min-

utes and take 23 minutes to get 
back on task, according to re-
search by Steelcase Education. 
With those statistics, we cannot 
ignore the need for classroom 
learning space to reflect the 
demands of our Generation Z 
students. The students entering 
our classrooms today should 
expect a highly collaborative 
learning environment where 
creativity is encouraged, and 
their social, emotional well-be-
ing is recognized as a necessary  
component before any possi-
bility of student outcomes are 
achieved.  The wellbeing of any 
student should be our priority.



where students could find a sense 
of calm, focus and connection 
during their school day, and 
achieve a temporary escape from 
a world that has increasingly be-
come more stimulating because 
of social and academic pressures. 
The sensory-based, responsive 
guidance room was a vision that 
quickly became reality. 

Over the past several years, Mad-
dock had noticed a sharp increase 
in the number of students who have 
trouble regulating their emotions 
appropriately, have shorter atten-
tion spans, have trouble in resolving 
conflict, self-harm, and were unable 
to successfully cope with classroom 
demands. Maddock and her staff had 
the belief those changes were due 
to higher levels of daily trauma and 
stress, as well as academic demands. 
The sensory and responsive guidance 
room was a huge addition to the 
school. It provided a space where 
students could learn to identify stress 
triggers, how the stress was affecting 
their body, and appropriate ways to 
release the stress. 

“The goal of the new room is to 
create a simple space where students 
can allow their brains to just ‘be’,” 
Maddock said. “In a world where 
family makeup and stresses are dif-
ferent, and technology is constantly 
bombarding them with stimulation, 
it is important for young children to 
learn how to calm themselves appro-
priately in a supervised setting.”

Working with Rebecca Hare, 

co-author of The Space: A Guide for 
Educators, everything that went into 
the new room redesign had purpose 
and intent, in addition to utilizing 
student voice as a deciding factor 
on things. The result was a master-
piece. Within the room itself, several 
distinct areas were created to meet a 
variety of student needs. The design 
featured neutral colors — grey, white, 
and black — and minimal furniture. 
The ceiling went from white to black 
to help foster a sense of calm and 
warmth. Students were now able to 
practice yoga and mindfulness or 
escape all stimulation by taking a sen-
sory break in a private curtained area. 
Students needing more activity could 
play in sand, swing on the indoor 

therapy gym, jump on a trampoline or 
leap into a safe crash pad. In addi-
tion, a large portion of the classroom 
was able to provide space for full 
group instruction to deliver classroom 
guidance lessons from the Missouri 
Guidance Program. 

The room has now been recreated 
all over the St. Louis region as many 
have visited to learn, share in best 
practice, and become more informed 
as educators work collectively to do 
what is best for all students. As we 
continue to become more trauma 
informed and knowledgeable about 
toxic stress, the sensory-responsive 
guidance room must be a mainstay 
when learning spaces are discussed. 
All educators belong at the table.    n
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