


The research aims to understand the perceptions of learners and the class teacher regarding different seating arrangements in the classroom and investigate their engagement with the lessons. Additionally, the research will conduct a review of relevant literature to enhance teaching practices, foster improvement, and promote equity and inclusion. A variety of techniques, including observational studies, interviews and focus groups will be used, considering ethical considerations such as informed consent and assent, voluntary participation and confidentiality. 
To keep the identity of the school context anonymous, throughout the assignment the school will be referred to as School X (BERA, 2018). School X is an English medium voluntary aided Primary school, situated in a coastal village in the Vale of Glamorgan. With 382 pupils on roll with an age range of three to 11 years old, School X is two form entry. The case study discussed in this assignment was conducted in a Year 5 classroom, consisting of twenty-five students, twelve males and thirteen females, aged nine and 10 years old. The primary objective of this study is to provide a comprehensive understanding of the complex link that exists between student engagement and the use of diverse seating arrangements in the classroom. The study intends to investigate in-depth, how different seating arrangements, customised to meet the needs of individual students, affect engagement levels in a range of learning scenarios. By carefully analysing and investigating several factors such as classroom dynamics, instructional strategies, student preferences, and academic achievement, this study seeks to shed light on the intricate relationships between seating arrangements and student engagement. The proposed research question is, ‘What is the relationship between student engagement and differentiated seating arrangements.’
Overview of literature 
The physical layout of classroom plays a crucial role in student engagement and academic success. Research suggests that seating arrangements are among the most significant factors influencing student involvement and achievement (Ngware et al., 2012). Given that students spend the majority of their day within the classroom environment, the way in which desks are arranged and seats are assigned by teachers holds considerable importance. It underscores the necessity for educators to carefully deliberate on seating arrangements as part of their classroom management strategies at the beginning of each school year. By thoughtfully organising the classroom space, teachers can foster an environment conducive to learning and active participation (Gest and Rodkin, 2011). Teachers choose who the children engage with, sit next to, and are exposed to during the school day. They determine which setting will best support each student’s academic and social development, in addition to promoting teacher-student interactions and lowering distractions, hostility and down time (Trussell, 2008). Within the overview of literature, an in-depth insight into ability grouping and talking partners will be discussed. 
Organised seating arrangements through ability groupings in the classroom, has a long history in the educational system since it was generally accepted that the best way to maximise academic success was through selective grouping (Hallam et al, 2003). Placing children in groups regarding their abilities is a type of social environment as they are able to evaluate their own work and internalise academic standards and expectations. Factors such as the quality, amount and pace of knowledge have been known to be influenced by such grouping due to the skills and shared knowledge that the learners possess (Pallas et al, 1994). When assigning students to a seat based on their skills or abilities, there are two main methods- these are referred to as heterogeneous and homogeneous grouping. Homogeneous grouping refers to children being sat and grouped together with other individuals who possess similar attributes such as academic achievement, language proficiency or a combination of variables. When students are placed into groups that represent a wide range of children who differ on a range of factors, heterogenous grouping has been implemented (Esposito, 1973).  
Teachers can concentrate on designing materials for the skill levels of the students when they are assigned to seats in homogenous groups (Lou et al, 1996). This allows students to engage with appropriately targeted work and support, whilst they experience challenges and progress at a pace best suited for them. Student engagement of those in homogenous groups has shown to have higher rates of task completion and peer interactions (Sanz-Martinez et al, 2019). This could suggest that the children may feel an increase in confidence, and a reduction in feelings of pressure and inadequacy due to feeling comfortable, being surrounded by those of a similar ability. However, children in lower ability groups are often stigmatised when they are placed in homogeneous groups, and this typically results in the formation of negative self-concepts. Teachers’ expectations and attitudes towards these students may also be significantly impacted by placing them in low groups because, on average, teachers are less inclined to teach students in low ability groups (Good and Stipek, 1983). Children placed in high ability sets are known to receive a lot of pressure from their teachers due to their high standards. Approximately thirty percent of students placed in the highest ability group have experienced negative effects, finding it challenging to keep pace with the lessons and felt overwhelmed by the high expectations placed upon them (Boaler,1997). Additionally, placing students in groups based solely on similarity might lead to a phenomenon known as ‘groupthink’. This suggests that there is no room for progress because everyone in the group already know what the other knows (Dweck, 2006). Individual may struggle to think creatively or find alternative solutions when encountered with challenges. 
Heterogeneous ability groups are composed for students with a broader range of abilities. Students of high, average and low-ability are grouped together for the purpose of working towards a common goal. A learners development is often shaped by their interactions with the environment and their ability to receive guidance from a more knowledgeable other (MKO). Through mixed ability seating arrangements, social contact with a MKO occurs (Daniels, 2016). Individuals gain knowledge from one another through conversation and later, through an internalisation process leading to a thorough understanding (Fogarty, 1999).  Those who have higher abilities can improve their knowledge through verbally reinforcing the material they have learned, whilst developing valuable leadership skills (Ballentine and McCourt-Larres, 2007). These individuals also develop the capacity to teach material for which they have a strong understanding to lower ability students who may be struggling (Lou et al, 1996). This suggests that whilst the high ability students are consolidating their knowledge, they may be able to help those of a lower ability in a manner that a teach may not be able to convey. Children of a low ability are known to feel more comfortable asking their peers for help with challenging material therefore the mixed ability seating arrangements provide an opportunity to socialise and learn from peers with average or high abilities (Poole, 2008). This lessens the possibility that the children will feel stigmatised, which might boost their desire to learn.
Utilising talking partners, commonly known as the ‘Think, Pair, Share’ strategy, is a prevalent method employed by educators to foster collaborative learning environments. This approach, as described in Teachwire’s article, “Talk partners- the what, the why, and the how,” involves randomly assigning partners and regularly rotating them, thereby promoting inclusivity, and ensuring that students of varying abilities take part in discussions with their peers (Robertson, 2009). Moreover, this practice not only enhances classroom dynamics but also boosts enthusiasm among students. Engaging in conversations with their designated partners can energise and heighten their involvement in the lesson. The opportunity to engage with classmates they may not typically engage with encourages the formation of new friendships, fostering a sense of inclusivity within the classroom community. 
Case Study
The collection of non-numerical data is one of the main goals of qualitative research. Through observations of the researcher and their participants in the study’s natural environment, a focus on an interpretive strategy helps employs data to both formulate and address research questions (Crewswell, 2014; Yin, 1984). A case study is a qualitative research method used to delve deep into the intricacies and distinctiveness of a specific initiatives, policy, or institution in a ‘real life’ setting, examining it from a variety of angles (Simons, 2009, p.21). It is frequently referred to as a comprehensive study of an individual, group of people, an organisation with the intention of extending conclusions across multiple units. This method is distinguished by its adherence to empirical data, foundation in research, and flexibility in handling various techniques (Simons, 2009, p.21; Gustafsson, 2017). Clear research questions, a deep comprehension of existing literature and a well-thought-out research design, with strong theoretical foundations are all necessary for case study research. Since case study research plans to address the ‘how’ or ‘why’ issues relating to the situation of interest, it can utilise multiple case studies for both theory development and replication (Yin, 2002, p.13-14; Scapens, 2004). To verify the theoretical reasons, several cases that are comparable to one another could be chosen (Scapens, 2004). 
Case study research offers numerous advantages. It serves as a repository of diverse perspectives, capturing the interplay of key factors and interactions. By delving into individuals’ perspectives through open-ended questions, in unveils rich, intricate insights, elucidating underlying motivations, opinions, and reasons, prioritising depth over mere generalisability (Crewsell, 2014). Flyvbjerg (2006), aimed to address methodological ambiguity due to insufficient understanding of the approach by promoting wider acceptance and application of case study research. He identified five misconceptions undermining the credibility and utility, focusing on issues of theory, reliability, and validity. Flyvbjeri suggests that the search for general theories has mostly been ineffective and that case studies are superior at offering social scientists context-dependent insights. Furthermore, he disproves the notion that case studies cannot advance science since it is impossible to draw broad conclusions from specific instances (Flyvbjeri, 2006) as case studies do provide theoretical insights from individual situations. Case studies also aid in naturalistic generalisation process, making it possible to detect commonalities between situations (Flyvbjerg, 2011 cited in Denzin and Lincoln, 2011). 
The existence of selection bias is a major criticism of case study research. The selection of instances can be greatly impacted by this bias, which is based on the researcher’s prior knowledge of the case and possibly partiality towards particular theories (George and Bennett, 2005). Nevertheless, considering a case based on previous knowledge may result in a more effective research strategy. The process of theory testing becomes more rigorous when cases chosen based on past knowledge are most likely essential for facilitating the establishment of a solid theoretical foundation for the research (Starman, 2013). This suggests that in order to guarantee the validity of a case study, this means giving a precise and comprehensive description of the data gathering techniques in addition to carefully documenting all information. The validity of replication in research is frequently questioned by critics, particularly in relation to qualitative research techniques such as case studies which are thought to permit more subjectivity and arbitrary judgement (Flyvbjerg, 2011; George and Bennett, 2005; Thomas, 2011). Rigorous adherence to study protocols or disinclined subjectivity (Sturman, 1997), may help case studies attain a certain level of precision as well as ensuring a level of reliability is achieved. This can be achieved by providing thorough explanations of every step of the inquiry, especially during the phase of analysis where concepts are developed and trends are discovered (Sturman, 1997). 
Both primary and secondary data were used in the case study covered in this assignment in order to include reliability and validity. Fourteen children who gave their informed consent (Appendix 2) and assent, were divided into two groups at random, serving as the core sample from which primary data was obtained. 
Research Methods
In social and behavioural sciences, the act of an observation has been described as an essential foundation of all research methodologies (Adler and Adler, 1994).  An observation can be direct or indirect. When an individual observes something directly, they focus on what is taking place in front of them whilst it is happening. Indirect observation is a form of remote observation that depends on other people’s observations or recordings of events (Ciesielska et al., 2018). Depending on the active or passive role of the observer, direct observation may be participant or non-participant. In qualitative studies, direct participant observation is a traditional research approach that is highly valued for its ability to provide insights into routines, relationships, and activities of groups of people (Musante, 2015). This allows researchers to gain an insight, in a context that is natural to the target audience. Participant observation is rarely employed in disguise for ethical, methodical, and logistical concerns due to the necessitates that the observer to pose as a regular member of the setting in order to record data covertly (Kostera, 2007). 
The observational method employed in this research assignment is characterized as direct non-participant observation. This approach allows researchers to delve into the field of study while retaining the perspective of an outsider or guest, as highlighted by Kostera (2007). This division offers several options for carrying out research while clearly defining its purpose and identity. One way to ensure a natural atmosphere is to adopt a background presence and create an environment where individuals forget that the researcher is there. Using this approach will provide data that is largely free from bias and less impacted by the researcher’s personal agenda. As a type of triangulation- using multiple data collecting methods to create a deeper understanding of a situation- observations can also be used in conjunction with other data collection techniques such as interviews and questionnaires (Cotton et al, 2010). The potential for individual behaviour to be impacted by the act of non- participant observation itself is a difficulty for observational research. Nevertheless, in situations where the observer and the study subjects have an established and amicable relationship, this effect may be lessened (Cotton, 2010). In this instance, the observers presence may make the participants feel more comfortable and less likely to change their behaviour, enabling a more naturalistic evaluation procedure. 
Interviews are a type of evidence most typically associated with case studies. Although there are many ways to conduct interviews, it is crucial thing to consider how structured, semi-structured or unstructured they should be. Structured interviews guarantee that comparable information is gathered and that identical questions are posed to various individuals. However, to do this, the researcher must be unambiguous on the type of data that has to be produced. Conducting unstructured interviews allow a sense of freedom to follow up on new ideas and problems that arise during conversation and investigate new areas of interest. Interviews that are conducted in a semi-structured way, include the researcher having a questioning framework that is broad, including similar themes that are discussed with a variety of people while still allowing for enough flexibility to delve deeper into the topics and follow up on the interviewee’s comments (Scapens, 2004). 
Semi-structured interviews were employed for this assignment. This type of interviewing gave the participants some latitude to express their ideas and emotions as well as to highlight any areas of particular interest that they felt strongly about (Horton et al, 2004). The children’s answers were also questioned in order to elicit further information, clarify any apparent discrepancies and gain a deeper understanding. Semi-structured interviews are especially helpful when sensitive subjects could prevent open communication in a group context or when individual ideas within group need to be examined separately. For formative programme evaluations, semi-structured interviews are particularly helpful since they enable one-on-one conversations with important stakeholders, including managers, employees, and service providers (Adams, 2015). They are also ideal for venturing into unexpected areas where major but unexpected problems can surface. This interviewing strategy works better when interviewers are given the freedom to follow up o potential leads. Its has been noted that this method not only enriches but also supplements other research methodologies like focus groups or large-scale surveys (Adams, 2015). This is attributed to its capacity for thorough exploration, skilfully managed open-ended questions, and delving into issues raised by previous research endeavours. 
The relationship between the interviewer and the interviewees are known to play a key role in framing the interaction between them. Social desirability biases are often known to occur during interviews. This is when participants may say what they believe the interviewer wants to hear or agrees with interviewers’ questions and prompt, regardless of their content, in order to portray what they see as a more positive image for themselves (Garrett et al, 2003, pp 28-29). This suggests the importance of using well-formulated, clearly worded questions which aren’t leading (Turner, 2010) in order to get a true representation of the participants feelings towards the discussion. 
The observational phase of this research assignment was spanned across two days. The participants, consisting of 14 children who provided informed consent (Appendix 2), were divided into two groups through random assignment. Each child was designated with an identifier such as A, B, C, and so forth to ensure anonymity and facilitate data organisation (Appendix 3). Prior to the commencement of observations on the two designated days, members of the groups were invited out of their classroom environment and provided with a brief reminder regarding the nature and purpose of the observation. They were also given the opportunity to express any concerns or queries regarding the observation process, ensuring transparency and fostering a cooperative atmosphere among participants. 
Semi-structured interviews were used during the interview phase of the investigation, examining the degree of student engagement and the effects of different seating arrangements. These interviews included conversations with the class teacher and both student groups. By using a semi-structured format, it was possible to explore a variety of viewpoints because open-ended questions were regularly used to probe participants’ thoughts on the subject being discussed. This method made it easier to comprehend their ideas and experiences (Appendix 4). 
Data Presentation and Analysis Method
A popular technique for analysing qualitative data is called thematic analysis (TA), which entails finding, examining, and summarising patterns or themes in data. This includes observations, questionnaire answers, and transcripts of interviews (Braun and Clarke, 2006). Unlike quantitative research that deals primarily with numerical data, TA works with text-based or visual data, making it more challenging to reduce and identify patterns. Research studies frequently use TA to investigate a variety of research problems and themes, especially those that need for in-depth and flexible analysis (Collingridge and Gantt, 2008). 
The maintenance of transparency in TA is suggested to be difficult despite its widespread application. Many studies classified as qualitative research lack sufficient information on the methods used in the analysis to distil the data into insightful themes and findings where conclusions’ credibility may often be weakened by a lack of transparency (Braun and Clarke, 2006; Vaismoradi et al, 2013). However, conducting a TA gives researchers the ability to examine the context of a phenomena, such as teaching and learning, at a depth that is frequently absent in quantitative studies. To establish an effective TA, it is important to focus on methodological transparency to guarantee significant validity. 
A key component of TA and qualitative research is reflexivity. Reflexivity takes into consideration the researcher’s values, beliefs and biases in order to enhance ethics and validity of the study as well as enabling researchers to make a deliberate effort to monitor conflict between their engagement and detachment from participants and the research topic (Cutcliffe, 2003). This suggests that by researchers recognising and correcting their personal responses to participants, they improve the accuracy and validity of their findings through reflexivity. On the other hand, a lack of reflexivity could lead to a narrow-minded analysis of the information gathered, which would restrict the overall calibre of the study (Russel and Kelly 2002). 
Ethical 
Research must be conducted ethically in order to limit risk of harm and produce benefits. Numerous potential risks have been identified (Appendix 1) prior to the commencement of the study. To ensure the well being of participants and minimise any potential stress or anxiety, their emotional state was carefully monitored throughout the interview, with safeguarding protocols implemented as needed. To maintain confidentiality and anonymity, the children were identified as A, B, C and so fourth during the audio-recorded interviews. 
Potential risks to the researcher, such as allegations of fabrication or falsification, as well as the possibility of participant withdrawal, were identified and documented (see Appendix 1). To address these concerns, transparent communication was maintained throughout the study, with participants informed upfront about the study’s objectives, methodologies, and associated risks prior to their participation. In the event of participant withdrawing from the study, discussions were initiated to ensure their understanding that any information they had previously provided would be promptly removed from the study records. 
Participants will receive debriefing and feedback through email, which will also serve as a means from them to request a copy of the research or withdraw their participation at any time. Informed consent procedures involved informing potential participants of study’s details before seeking their consent. As the participants were under 16 years old, consent forms were sent to their parents and/or guardians, while the children themselves provided assent throughout the duration of the research. Measures to ensure confidentiality and anonymity include anonymising participant names such as ‘Learner A’ and ‘Teacher X’. The audio recording of interviews and note taking was discarded after data collection. No participant information was shared.
Discussion
The data analysis of the Year 5 class revealed several recurring themes regarding the correlation between engagement levels and differentiated seating arrangements. These findings shed light on the intricate decisions teachers face when deliberating on the optimal seating positions for their students, offering valuable insights into both the rationale behind their choices and challenges they encounter. 
During the two-day observation period, it was noted that the class was organised into homogenous ability groups for both mathematics and literacy sessions. Additionally, the students were observed to change seats three times daily, with designated seats for literacy, mathematics and talking partners, indicating a structured and dynamic learning environment. The observation revealed that the children were provided with differentiated tasks tailored to their individual skill levels for both mathematics and literacy. This approach ensures that students can effectively engage with tasks that match their abilities, thus receiving targeted support and appropriate challenges (Lou et al, 1996) due to teachers designing materials and tasks specifically for them.   
Upon distributing the worksheets to each group, a noticeable disparity in time taken to begin the task was observed. Learner C (identified as higher ability) promptly commenced the task. In contrast, Learner B (identified as lower ability) engaged in non-task related conversations with peers. Meanwhile, Learner A (lower ability), appeared to be daydreaming, awaiting further explanation if the task from the teacher. It was interesting to see that Learner D, E, and F (identified as higher ability), all showed similar traits with each other as they all got on with their work, answering questions and were engaging in topic related conversations with peers and their teacher. Learners A, B, and G all worked at a much slower pace compared to those individuals within the higher ability group. Once Learner D had finished their work, they were observed going to the lower ability table and offering help. This was noticed with Learner A (middle ability) and Learner B (higher ability) on the second observation day, offering help to their peers in a lower ability too. Assisting their peers allows those of a higher ability to reinforce their own understanding while providing insights to their classmates unique ways that may differ from the teacher’s approach. Conversely, lower ability students often find it more comfortable seeking help from their peers, fostering social interaction and learning opportunities from individuals with similar or greater proficiency levels (Ballentine and McCourt-Larres, 2007; Poole, 2008). 
During the interviews with the children, they had conflicting opinions on how they were seated, expressing both preferences and an appreciation for the advantages of group seating. Although they acknowledged that there were times they wished they could select their own seating partners, but they also acknowledged the benefits of being placed in a specific group. For example, Learner C stated, ‘When I am assigned to my literacy table, I understand it is time for focused work, but during the time we have with our talking partners, we have the chance to engage in various conversations.’ Learner G, on the other hand, expressed worries about the possible distractions when seated next to close friends, pointing out that these settings frequently result in conversations that stary from the subject. These findings imply that classroom organisation functions as a systematic method of managing the classroom in addition to providing academic instruction. Students comprehend the boundaries of their participation when clear expectations are specified for each group setting, which enhances the learning environment (Gest and Rodkin, 2011). 
Learners A and D, who were placed in the lower ability group for both literacy and mathematics, expressed their pleasure with their seating arrangements during the discussion in second interview group. They were happy to be situated next to their friends, expressing that having a close relationship with them added a sense of comfort and enjoyment in the classroom environment. Nevertheless, when queried about their level of engagement with assigned tasks, the children occasionally expressed confusion about that to do next. Research has shown that placing children in low ability groups has a substantial effect on teachers’ expectations and attitudes towards them, as teachers are generally less likely to teach children in low ability groups (Good and Stipek, 1983). This information raised curiosity, especially in light of earlier discussions with the class teacher, who assured that different ability groups receive tasks tailored to their proficiency levels. This difference raises the possibility that factors other than the difficulty of the task at hand, such as their close friends’ proximity, may have a greater impact on their reduced engagement. 
Conclusion 
In conclusion, this study explores how students and the class teacher perceive various classroom sating configurations in an effort to determine how these arrangements affect students’ levels of participation during learning. With the use of observational studies, semi-structured interviews and a review of literature, the research offers insightful information about the complex relationship between seating arrangement and student engagement. 
Based on observations of a Year 5 class at School X, the results show a well-structured and dynamic learning environment where children are divided into ability-based groups for maths and literacy lessons. Differentiated tasks catered to each student’s skill level were seen, suggesting that the teacher made a conscious effort to give each student focused assistance and age-appropriate difficulties. Students in different ability groups did, however, show differences in their degrees of engagement; higher ability students frequently showed prompt task engagement, whereas lower ability students showed slow initiation or diversions. 
Students’ perspectives on seating arrangements varied when questioned; some said they preferred to be free to choose their own seating partners, while other recognised that group seating was more conductive to concentrated study. However, students in lower ability groups were happy in their seating arrangements, pointing out how comfortable and a=enjoyable it was to be sitting  close to individuals they would choose to sit by. Nevertheless, these students were occasionally observed to be confused about their task involvement, which raises concerns about factors other than task difficulty influencing their participation. 
Based on these findings, several recommendations can be made to enhance teaching practices and promote student engagement. Although there are advantages to having fixed seating arrangements, occasionally giving the students freedom to select their own seating partners might help them feel more in control of their learning process. Additionally, it can reduce confusion and increase participation to clearly define expectations for each group setting to provide extra support to students, especially those in lower ability groups. Continued research on seating arrangements’ impact on students engagement is crucial as beyond seating, factors such as task difficulty, peer interactions, and teacher expectations play significant roles. Researching how task difficulty interacts with seating arrangements informs instructional designs as seating might affect engagement differently based on task complexity, guiding teachers in activity planning. 
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