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Design, conduct and critically evaluate a close-to-practice research project focusing on the model of the transformative teacher in developing practice that has a positive impact on the learner.

How do year 7 pupils perceive seating plans and their effect on attitudes towards learning?

Word count: 4912
Research context 
Conducive learning is influenced by various factors, including pedagogy, classroom management, motivation, and the quality of teaching. Creating a space for effective learning is vastly researched in its ability to foster learning, with seating plans recognised as a huge pawn in how students view attitudes to learning, behaviour, engagement, concentration, and overall performance. Literature suggests that teacher-chosen seating plans increase academic outcomes for all students, with the ability to reduce disruptive behaviour to create a more conducive learning environment (McGill, 2015; Stevenson, 2021; Wannarka, Ruhl, 2008; Spencer, 2018; Fernandes).
Classroom management is recognised to be the leading factor in teacher turnover, coinciding with being the main apprehension in the transition from student teacher to becoming a certified teacher (Banks, 2022). Classroom management is a skill that is acknowledged to improve over time and experience, familiarising with known behaviours and how to appropriately praise and challenge, as well as considering room arrangement and pupil positioning within, developing methods of prevention and intervention (Banks, 2022). The recognition of this has inspired me to explore the influence of seating plans within my practice and how I can support pupil progression through preventative measures like seating plans. By conducting this wider research on pupil perceptions, I will be better equipped to understand why seating plans are implemented, what is perceived to work contextually and how this is perceived by pupils. 
This research task will add to the existing body of knowledge in the context of schools specifically year 7 pupils in a large school in Swansea, South Wales. By exploring pupil perceptions on seating plans, I hope to find out if a middle ability year 7 set's attitudes towards seating plans align with the literature, do these pupils perceive teacher-chosen seating plans to create a more positive learning environment? Do they recognise seating plans as a method to manage behaviours, set expectations and conduct learning?
Overview of relevant literature 
Seating plans play a huge role in classrooms, affecting academic outcomes, behaviour, engagement, and participation (Fernandes et al, 2011; Burda & Brooks, 1996; Perkins & Weiman, 2005; Szteinberg & Finch, 2006). Plentiful literature surrounds seating arrangements in classrooms, exploring the impact of table layouts, pupil positioning and the impact of teacher-chosen seating plans. Seating plans are one the easiest and most cost-effective classroom management tactics available to all teachers (Bicard et al, 2012). Collating the literature, teacher-chosen seating plans are found to be a preventative measure in reducing off-task behaviour to increase pupil engagement (Banks, 2017), using gender grouping, alphabetical grouping, academic achievement and behavioural performance to decide on where to position students in the room and next to who (Grubaugh and Houston, 1990; Gremmen et al, 2016; Banks, 2017). Haghighi and Jusan (2011) highlight that the absence of an effective seating plan generates inappropriate learning environments, with behaviours three times more disruptive without a seating plan in comparison to the presence of a teacher-chosen plan (Stevenson, 2021). Literature aligns that generally, across different contexts, teacher-chosen seating plans positively impact academic performance and behaviours.
Fernandes et al (2011) believe that where pupils decide to sit in the classroom reflects the pupil's self-belief in engagement, motivation, and willingness to learn. Likewise, the formation of the tables in the classroom i.e., rows, groups or horseshoe impacts pupil learning, engagement, and participation (Wannarka & Ruhl, 2008). Pupils who choose to sit near the front of the classroom exhibit greater motivation and interest to learn than those who sit further away, although this has also been discussed as a teacher perception (Burda & Brooks, 1996). Thus, the implementation of seating plans is recognised to encourage certain types of behaviour, discouraging pupils who regularly display off-task behaviour by placing them at the front of the classroom where they are more regularly under the teacher's eye, encouraging more desirable behaviour and interactions between pupils (Fernandez, 2011). Benedict & Hoag (2004) agree with this notion, acknowledging that the absence of a teacher-chosen seating plan can negatively impact academic outcomes, producing greater distractions and acting as a barrier to learning. 
A recognised benefit to teacher-chosen seating plans is that through data analysis of academic and behavioural performance, teachers can sit pupils next to someone they feel will be a positive influence, keeping pupils on track and more focused through utilising peer relationships. Pupils are more likely to work harder on tasks if they feel as though their peers are doing the same, introducing the bandwagon effect. The Kohler effect is recognised that when seating a high-achieving pupil next to a lower-attaining pupil, the lower-attaining pupil is more likely to engage and participate, with the stronger student motivating and inspiring the other to work at the same pace and standard (Stevenson, 2021; Kerr & Hertel, 2011). 
Academics (Bicard et al, 2012; Haghighi and Jusan, 2011; Wannarka & Ruhl, 2008) recognise that although there is lengthy research suggesting that seating plans positively influence behaviour, there is little recognition of pupil perception of seating plans in different cultural settings and the results of a pupil chosen seating plan. Bicard et al (2012) recognise that allowing pupils to choose seating plans encourages ethically responsible students however contradictory for the best interest of the teacher. Hammang (2012) acknowledges pupil attitudes towards learning through where they have the opportunity to sit, if the pupil does not like the seat they have been given or that was left for them to choose, will the pupil's attitude towards learning be impacted negatively (Hammang, 2012). Contradictory to these thoughts, a teaching blog (teachertoolkit) recognises that a teacher-chosen seating plan is an effective way for a teacher to assert their authority, with seating plans being embedded in international education frameworks, pupils are aware of classroom expectations, with seating plans serving to reinforce this. 
It has been found that pupil-chosen seating plans are three times more likely to generate disruptive behaviour (Stevenson, 2021). However, exploring pupil well-being and a sense of ownership in a classroom through pupil-chosen seating plans is found to reduce anxiety, boost academic performance, and create a classroom community feel, though must be supported by teacher philosophy. A pupil blog from the USA strongly advocates for pupil-chosen seating plans, arguing that the overarching goal for many schools is for pupils to feel safe and respected in their classroom, suggesting that by allowing pupils to make their own seating decisions, they learn to take responsibility for their behaviour and learning, understanding that it is a reward choose where to sit and who by. Srivastava (2017) quotes research from a Stanford research study that found that when pupils feel respected and trusted in the classroom, they are more likely to perform better. Therefore, teachers who allow pupil-chosen seating plans display trust towards their pupils by letting them choose their seats, leading to a more positive learning environment. Surrounding literature has not yet supported this argument, with a large gap in research surrounding pupil perceptions and progression in pupil-chosen seating plans. 
Explanation of Case Study 
This research takes a case study approach, allowing in-depth exploration and analysis of a specific case, which could be an individual, group, organisation, event, or phenomenon. Case study research has various definitions, termed as 'contested terrain' (Yazan, 2015) but for this essay, I will use Gall, Gall and Borg (2005) who say that case study research is 'the in-depth study of a phenomenon in its natural context and from the perspective of the participants involved in the phenomenon'. I will be looking to ask the 'how' and 'what', unpacking causal links through in-depth research (Yin, 2014). 
The case study approach allows the researcher to focus on a specific case that is relevant to their research question. Researchers can collect qualitative data through various methods such as interviews, observations, document analysis and questionnaires. From doing this, detailed and in-depth information can be collected from multiple perspectives. 
A key feature of case study research is its emphasis on understanding the case within its broader context. Researchers examine the social, cultural, historical, and environmental factors that influence the case, providing a holistic understanding of the phenomenon under study. It also allows researchers to triangulate the data, involving multiple sources of data and methods to enhance the validity and reliability of findings. By corroborating findings from different sources, researchers can strengthen the trustworthiness of their interpretations (Crowe, 2011). 
Regarding the research question, there are strengths and limitations to using a case study approach. The strengths of this approach as mentioned above, allow for in-depth exploration of pupil perceptions, providing insight into their experiences, attitudes and behaviours related to seating arrangements. This approach also allows me as the researcher to understand perceptions within the specific context of pupils in a large secondary school in South Wales, considering external factors like peer relationships, student-teacher relationships, and classroom dynamics throughout the school. I was able to have flexibility in this approach in selecting multiple data collection methods, deciding on which methods would allow me to gather the most comprehensive information about pupil perceptions and provide an opportunity to triangulate the data. Lastly, through a case study approach, my findings can contribute to wider theory development by generating new insights about pupil perceptions of seating plans. 
However, the case study approach limits the ability to generalise as findings from a singular case study may not be easily generalisable to other contexts or populations, limiting the external validity of the research. The data collected is also subjective to the researcher's bias and preconceptions, leading to subjective conclusions (Mcleod 2024. Researcher positionality is another limitation to case study approaches, recognised by Holmes (2020) as a term to describe an individual's views and assumptions, as the researcher may invertedly influence the data collection process or interpretation of findings, particularly if there are any preconceived notions about seating plans and pupil behaviour. Ethical considerations had to be explored in choosing a case study approach, gaining informed consent, and ensuring anonymity, which can hinder the collection of data and restrict some areas of study. Lastly, it is important to recognise that this research is very contextualised to South Wales, considering the socio-economic background of the school and its pupils, the influence this plays on perceptions, achievement, and behaviour, therefore would not be representative on a larger scale impact. 
Convenience sampling was used to select participants, choosing a middle-ability year 7 class due to the layout of the teaching timetable, ensuring data could be collected within one week. Likewise, convenience sampling was used again in selecting participating teachers. All three department teachers were selected, ensuring consistency in perceptions and being representative of a whole department. Acknowledgement goes to the limitations of this process, understanding that this does not produce a representative sample of the population thus distorting the results.
Research methods 
In conducting my research, I have chosen to use two methods of data collection. I will first be using observation as a method to collect both qualitative and quantitative data. Observation as a research method involves systematically watching and recording behaviours, events, or phenomena. It can be done in a variety of settings such as a controlled or natural environment, providing valuable insight into human behaviour, social interactions, or natural phenomena. Using observation provides the ability to learn about things that people may be unwilling to discuss, being unobtrusive through observation (Nock and Kurtz, 2005). By using structured and participatory observation, I followed predetermined criteria to systematically record specific behaviours, events, or characteristics, creating a detailed plan beforehand to ensure consistency and reliability in data collection. Structured observations allow for quantitative research to be gathered in a standardised manner, allowing for easier comparison between observations. This form of observation will be particularly useful in studying specific behaviours in a classroom setting. 
I was however a participant in my observations as I was teaching the year 7 group that was my research focus. Participant observation is a qualitative research method where the researcher actively engages with the participants and becomes a part of the group being studied. This involvement allowed me to gain a deeper understanding of the social dynamics, norms, and experiences of the participants. I was able to gather first-hand insights that may not be accessible through other research methods. Participatory observation should discourage room for the Hawthorne effect, whereby people behave differently when they are aware they are being observed (McCambridge, 2014). My role as the class teacher will take away from any sense that I am simply just watching them. However, due to my position as the teacher, observation poses difficulties in being able to focus on observing behaviours whilst simultaneously teaching the class. Researchers such as Banks (2017) use observation as a research method to explore seating arrangements and student behaviour. 
My interpretation of interactions and behaviours could create themes of bias, which is why I used the Leuven scale (Barber, 2013). I used the Leuven Scale to judge pupil engagement by assessing various indicators such as active participation, collaboration with peers, task involvement, and interest in learning activities. The scale provides a structured framework for observing and categorising different levels of engagement, allowing for systematic and reliable assessment of how students interact with the learning environment and tailoring instructional strategies to enhance their engagement and learning outcomes (see Appendix). 
The observation will last the duration of the lessons, approx. 55 minutes, and will take place twice in one week for greater reliability. The observations will have a narrow outlook, looking solely at how seating plans have an impact on behaviour, engagement, and involvement. Due to being the teacher, I have control over the reliability of the observations, ensuring that the observations are comparable through lesson activities. The observations will consider external influences such as the time of day and class size and how this may impact findings. 
To explore pupil perceptions of seating plans, questionnaires (see Appendix 2 and 3) will be used to gather opinions, preferences, and experiences regarding different seating arrangements in the classroom. The questionnaire will include questions about their comfort level, ability to learn, and overall satisfaction with their assigned seat. By collecting data through questionnaires, I aim to gain insights into the students' perspectives on how seating plans impact their learning environment and social interactions, which can inform further classroom seating arrangement and instructional practices. Questionnaires were handed out to the whole class in the remaining time of the lesson, providing the opportunity to provide a standardised and quantifiable set of data to be collected anonymously. Questionnaires act as an efficient method of data collection from many participants within a quick time frame, as well as being cost-effective. I used guidance from Youngman (1982) to decide on how I would create my questionnaire, with the focus on it being accessible to year 7 pupils at the end of the lesson. I used a variety of methods in my questionnaire, deciding on these based on the time and ability available to me to gather findings. Firstly, I used open questions to welcome opinions and perceptions, despite this being difficult to analyse, the data is insightful and raw. I used closed questions, some with multiple choice questions to appeal to the time constraint, considering not to overwhelm pupils with too many options. In addition to this, I used dichotomous questions, being the easiest form of gathering a response. Lastly, I used scaling questions, posing a scenario and asking pupils to respond on a scale of 1 to 10. Whilst constructing the questionnaire, I considered Bell and Waters's (2018) acknowledgement of the difficulties questionnaires can pose, considering how to achieve the best results through appropriate and accessible questions. 
Limitations of the questionnaires are recognised to be vast, with responses lacking in depth compared to other research methods like an interview. Questions were formulated to ensure that they were not biased or leading, however were still up to interpretation of the pupils meaning that some answers may lack clarity, confidence, or honesty (Theofanidis, 2018). Due to the time constraints of gathering the data and the ability of the participants, the questionnaire focused on closed questions.
The last participants to receive an additional questionnaire will be three teachers within the department. This questionnaire (see Appendix 4) can generate more open questions and answers, and although difficult to analyse, based on existing literature, I feel confident that results from open questions here will not deviate from my expectations. 
Within the week I conduct my research, the teaching staff will receive one questionnaire. During the two lessons I have with the participating year 7 class, in the first lesson, pupils will be in a teacher-chosen seating plan and receive the questionnaire found in Appendix 2. On the second lesson of the week, pupils will receive the questionnaire in Appendix 3. These two questionnaires are not too dissimilar, asking the same scaling and multiple-choice questions. The difference in the questionnaires is to point out through a dichotomous question if the pupils were aware of what type of seating plan they were, which will lead them to answer the same questions as the previous questionnaire for a comparison to see if the seating plan changed their perception. 
Data Presentation and Analysis Methods 
To answer my research question, I need to be able to summarise and interpret my data, exploring how findings from the research methods can suggest what pupils' perceptions towards seating plans are and if they believe this impacts their attitudes towards learning, backing this up with patterns from teachers' experience. Due to the majority of my data being qualitative in collecting opinions and perceptions, I will analyse my data through thematic analysis, constructing meaning behind the words to identify patterns in my findings. I have chosen to base my data analysis on the theory of Braun and Clarke (2006), following the six-step process to make sense of my data, recognising this as a core skill in data analysis. Good thematic analysis allows the researcher to be flexible in analysing qualitative data, generating new insights to discover patterns and themes in the data. Although due to its ease and accessibility to novice researchers, thematic analysis has multiple interpretations which could hinder the reliability of the data, introducing researcher bias through interpretation (Braun and Clarke, 2006). Whilst doing this, I again must recognise my researcher positionality, considering how I will interpret data to suggest pupil perceptions. By reading through each response and coding each similar response, I can see patterns in my findings and analyse data through mediums such as graphs making comparisons through qualitative themes, and discussing and analysing to find a conclusion. 
With recognition of the work of Bloomberg and Volpe (2019), in ensuring I create valid and reliable results, I will employ a flexible approach to how I analyse and present the data. Aware of my researcher positionality (Berger, 2015), I must ensure I have a triangulation of data, collecting information from multiple stakeholders to consider different viewpoints, increasing credibility. Likewise, by conducting a literature review, I am aware of other contexts and existing research to ensure that my findings can be upheld by existing research. I have already ensured this will be done through choosing my participants, representing the school context. I will ensure to evaluate the strengths and limitations of my research methods, considering what I expect to be accessible and appropriate to gather information and how this can be analysed, asking questions of suitability and consistency through data collection. Lastly, I hoped that this research question and its findings would better my teaching practice, with the aim that the findings will be transferable into better classroom management and positive relationships with pupils, building a mutual level of trust and respect through a more rounded understanding of pupil perceptions.
Ethical Considerations 
When conducting questionnaires and observations in a classroom setting, there were several ethical considerations. Ethical approval was sought before any research was conducted, completing an ethics form that was reviewed by the university ethics board and making myself aware of university ethical policies like UWTSD Research Ethics and Integrity Code of Practice and Bera (2018) Ethical Guidelines for Educational Research.
The process of writing the ethics form (see Appendix 5) allowed me to consider what needed to be completed before I started collecting data. It was important to first gain informed consent from both students and parents or guardians, ensuring they understand the purpose of the research, the voluntary aspect of their participation and the right to withdraw at any time without consequences. Due to the age of the participants, I had to make clear that their involvement would be to complete the questionnaire and allow me to make notes of their actions and behaviours during my lesson observations. If pupils wanted to withdraw, I made it clear that withdrawal did not mean they could not take part in the lesson, only the questionnaire and being observed. I started the process of contacting the year 7 head of year to issue consent forms to the identified class (see Appendix 6). With this consent given in the following weeks, I then ensured that on the days of data collection, I had the pupil's assent to be observed and to use the data they had given on the questionnaire sheets. In doing so, I am certified to maintain transparency and honesty, providing clear and accurate information about the research purposes, procedures, and potential risks or benefits to all relevant stakeholders, including students, parents, and teachers. 
I ensured to respect pupil autonomy in making the questionnaire, making it clear on both the form and verbally before completion that pupils had the right to remain anonymous and had the option to decline participation or skip questions, they feel uncomfortable answering. This acted to avoid coercive practices that pressure students into participating. In observations, pupils were noted as pupils 1,2,3, likewise, teachers were noted as teachers 1,2,3 when analysing and collecting data. Using codes to replace names ensured that no participant was identifiable and therefore data collection was anonymous. My questionnaires were paper copies, therefore there was no risk of traceable digital data from any participant. 
As recognised in the ethics form, I ensured that efforts were taken to think about ways to minimise potential harm or discomfort to participants. This included avoiding intrusive observation methods, maintaining a non-judgemental attitude, and providing support and debriefing for students who may feel distressed by the research. 
Analysis of results 
Following thematic analysis, I was able to analyse responses and group these into positive, negative, and other specific reoccurring responses. The question in Figure 1 was asked to pupils when they were sitting in a teacher-chosen seating plan, compared to Figure 2 when pupils chose their seats. 
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Description automatically generated]On comparing both results, pupils were generally happier in seats of their choice. Due to this being an open question, most answers focused on whether they were sitting next to a friend, and if so, whether they were happy with where they were. Many pupils answered that they did not care where they sat on both results. In the teacher-chosen seating plan, some pupils answered with negative emotions, with few saying that being sat away from friends or alone at a desk made them feel anxious and lonely, wanting to move. It could be suggested from the results that pupils' attitudes towards learning would have been impacted by how where they sat made them feel. Figure 1
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Description automatically generated]These findings can be supported by literature (Bandura, 1997; Patrick and Turner, 2004; Harrison and Howard, 2009), highlighting that a pupil's levels of self-efficacy impact on their progression. A pupil with lower levels of self-efficacy displays reclined and redacted attitudes towards learning, displaying an absence of participation and engagement. Figure 2

When asked if pupils prefer to choose where they sit or prefer a seating plan, on both questionnaires, out of all 27 participants, 25 participants voted that they prefer to choose where they sit. When asked why, pupils answered that they felt better when sat next to friends. 
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Description automatically generated]Analysing these results with consideration for literature on pupil self-efficacy, it could be suggested that when pupils choose where they sit, their attitudes towards learning are more positive, with greater levels of confidence to participate, enhancing pupil progression.Figure 3

When triangulating this data with my observation notes, I observed that in the lesson where pupils chose where they sat, the class was more engaged in the learning activities. Whilst this cannot be generalised due to its subjective and contextual nature, I observed more confident and articulated answers. The class was audibly louder and more activated, taking more time to regain their attention. Again, in looking at results from the teachers' [image: A pie chart with a number of percentages

Description automatically generated]questionnaires, when asked why they would not enforce a seating plan, teacher 2 responded "Pupils who do not sit by their friends often do not complete their work, I think this is because they do not have the confidence to ask the teacher or their peers for support. I prefer for pupils to sit by friends, acting to support each other. Although this creates more need for behaviour management". Figure 4

I have found that pupils' attitudes towards learning are more positive when they have the choice to sit where they want, with this choice heavily influenced to sit next to their friends. In sitting next to their friends, they are more confident and display greater participation throughout the lesson. In support of this, paraphrasing answers, pupils made note of how they feel as though they learn better when they choose where they sit (next to friends) because they help each other and 'get along'. in contrast, others responded that when they are in a seating plan and they sit next to someone that they have fallen out with or do not know well, they are less likely to want to learn. 
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Description automatically generated]In consideration of the limitations of questionnaires, we know that questionnaires can generate elements of desirability, with answers not being wholly honest. Coupled with the age and interest of the participating class, these results must consider that most pupils answered that they learn better when they sit next to their friends, and whilst this may be partially true, it is also recognised through teacher opinions that pupils, particularly year 7, do just want to sit by their friends for the social bonus. This is reinforced by the results from the pupil questionnaire that most pupils chose to sit next to a friend, and 'someone they can have fun with’. Figure 5

"I think that pupils are unaware of why seating plans are in place, they think about seating plans in terms of who they can sit next to and if they are friends or not" – Teacher 2
With this in light, the results cannot be entirely reliable. The triangulation of data allowed for a supported discussion of the results; however, this research would need to be conducted at a larger scale to gather a greater representation and accuracy of how attitudes towards learning are perceived in different seating plans. 
Conclusions and recommendations 
Overall, the literature provides a solid understanding that seating plans serve to maintain expectations and manage behaviour, likewise, in the absence of seating plans, the probability of off-task and disruptive behaviour is higher. Year 7 pupils do not perceive this, only that their attitude reflects if they sit next to their friends. It could be suggested that year 7 pupils perceive seating plans negatively, preventing them from feeling comfortable and safe within the classroom. This in turn was displayed to affect attitudes towards learning adversely, reinforced with literature to hinder confidence and engagement.
The methods of collecting data within my context are partially reliable, observation and teacher questionnaires were not impacted by external influences and produced valid results. Pupil questionnaires could be generalisable for the whole of year 7, however, the results collected from year 7 classes would base their attitudes towards learning on the ability to sit next to friends, not reflective of if they feel the seating plan impacts this. To make these results more reliable and credible, I would suggest gathering more data from different ability sets within year 7, adding a focus group to the data collection to get a more articulated response and to better explain attitudes towards learning. 
The main findings of this research found that year 7 pupils do not like teacher-chosen seating plans and that if given the choice they would prefer to choose their seat to sit next to a friend. It would be beneficial for these findings to inform further research into how sitting by friends can benefit learning and positively impact attitudes towards learning. I would recommend considering this research that pupils are encouraged to be responsible for their learning and behaviour, given the privilege of sitting next to friends to benefit their learning and feel greater safety and comfort in the classroom. 
In light of a post-pandemic society, where anxiety in school-aged pupils is at an all-time high, it is important to develop pupils' confidence and sense of safety in schools, creating a more conducive learning environment, managed through high expectations and consistency in sanctions. At the same time, teachers must ensure all pupils are receiving appropriate support and, therefore must find the balance between curating confident and ambitious learners whilst acknowledging pupils that may need repositioning to manage behaviours or support with learning needs. 
The issue I have found is that seating plans are perceived to be a form of discipline, perhaps with greater mutual trust and respect between teachers and pupils, pupils can understand that seating plans are often to aid learning, supporting, and managing learners to ensure greater access to the curriculum. 
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