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Does where students sit in class affect their direct feedback from a teacher?

Seating positions in a classroom are incredibly important to a school, teacher and especially the student. Seating positions are important in ensuring that a student can get the best out of their education by receiving feedback directly from the teacher. Seating positions can cause a student to thrive or fail, this could be because they are sat next to a friend, causing them continually to get distracted, but this could help them feel comfortable. Student could also be sat in the same position all the time. Sitting in the same position helps a student to understand their expectations but could cause them to get bored and be distracted. Another way of seating student could be according to ability. Sitting according ability could help students to get the attention they need but could cause students to to feel embarrassed if they know they are the lower ability. 

This study will look at the third option ‘sitting according to ability’ and does where a student’s sit affects the direct feedback the student receives from the teacher. Sitting according to ability could be done in two very different ways. One way would be to separate students cording to attainment, the class would have a low attaining group, a mid and a high, each completing a differentiated task to suit their needs. This could be difficult for the child if they know they are the lower ability but, would allow the teacher to give direct feedback to a whole group completing the same task. Another would be to sit the lower ability next to high ability helping to build of peer scaffolding, using this method would spilt the feedback on the same task up across the whole class. 

This study will look at year five and six in a small school on the outskirts of Swansea “School X”. As the school is a small school with just over one hundred students, it has two age groups per class. The sample class in school X has 30 students with a similar number of girls than boys but has a larger number of year six students that year five. 

Student within school X will have a better opportunity to become ethical informed citizens that respect the needs and rights of others, as a member of a diverse society, as they are continually mixing with other age groups. With the face of education drastically changing within the next two years, schools and teachers will need to adapt how they teach students and collaborate with other teachers. As progression steps become more appropriate within education, the age of the student becomes less important and the student’s ability will become a higher priority. Ability comes in a variety of shapes with students that have high ability in some subjects but will lack ability in others, having focus groups will be important to progress students up to the next progression step by giving direct feedback. 

The prediction of the study would be that splitting student across a variety of ability’s groups (focus groups) will help students to get the support they need of the class teacher. This will allow the teacher to support a range of abilities in stages across the class. Student that were spit according to their ability needs would achieve a higher level of work as they were able to get on the spot feedback. High attaining students would also be able to complete a higher level of work as they would be able to complete work without the distraction of scaffolding the lower attaining peers. Students would use assessment for learning techniques such as ‘high five’ or ‘thumbs up’ to help the teacher to understand the gaps in their knowledge and spilt the class into groups that will scaffold their learning together. 

Many schools are looking into innovative ways to feedback to their students. The curriculum for Wales has imbedded feedback into it to create a “framework that is designed to help practitioners to develop a more integrated approach to learning” (Government, 2020). The word integrated shows how feedback should be imbedded into everything that the teacher does. One such school that is taking on new and innovative strategies is Ysgol Mynach, the school faced similar challenges as School X of having “mixed age classes with a wide range of ability levels” (Estyn, 2019) the school aimed to “promote strategies that would encourage pupils’ confidence and independence in their learning by nurturing independent, ambitious, capable pupils” (Estyn, 2019). The school created a marking policy with students in mind, they used peer and self-marking techniques to improve the quality of work. They also give direct feedback causing “constructive feedback that would help them to develop analytical thinking skills” (Estyn, 2019). 

Both Jerome Bruner and Lev Vygotsky believed that support from an adult was key to the development of a child. Lev Vygotsky created the zone of proximal development. The zone of proximal development is “the distance between the actual developmental level as determined by independent problem solving and the level of potential development as determined through problem-solving under adult guidance” (Vygotsky, 1978, p. 86). He believed when a student was in the zone of proximal development providing the appropriate assistance would give the student enough support that they would be able to complete a task. This support could be many distributed in many forms such as direct feedback or the more now commonly seen green and pink pens. Although the child would be receiving the feedback the teacher would continually support the child until the end of the task. 

Bruner also agreed that the child’s development required an adult but his theory was that “the purpose of education is not to impart knowledge, but instead to facilitate a child's thinking and problem-solving skills” (Bruner, 1961). He theorised that adults should be there to ‘facilitate’ the child’s learning, enhancing and questioning to get the child to where they needed to be by themselves. This method allowed the child to use their own path and find answers by themselves, but still allowing the teacher to support where needed. 

Although both theorists had a different view of how students would learn the theme of allowing children to find their own path can be found in the new curriculum for Wales. It will be imbedded into the curriculum with one of the four main purposes being ‘critical thinking and problem solving’. Students should able to develop skills such as being “supported and challenged” (Government, 2020, p. 26). 

Studies have been conducted in the past about how direct feedback can affect a student’s learning. One such study was a 2019 study looking at direct feedback in a classroom. The study looked at the difference of direct and indirect feedback on the students. One of the main parts of the study looked at why direct feedback was so effective and found that “Using direct feedback, the teacher provides the correct expressions” (Nusrat, Sharaf, & Narcy-Combes, 2019, p. 86). The article goes on to say how facial expressions ae important to the learner, although the words are important the body language and facial expression also help the learner to understand. The study goes on to say how with indirect feedback students have found correcting work more difficult and achieved lower results. To combat this issue teachers implemented using a combination of techniques. Doing a combination of both direct and written feedback allowed had the “learners producing accurate linguistic forms and ultimately converts explicit knowledge into implicit knowledge” (Nusrat, Sharaf, & Narcy-Combes, 2019, p. 88). This show that a combination of both direct and indirect feedback would be the best to support the learner and their knowledge. 

To complete this research study the researcher will complete two questionnaires, one will be given to all students who would like to participate, and one given to teachers. They will also complete interviews with students to get more detail of what the students answered in the questionnaires. In addition to this there will be one observation day for the researcher to observe how direct feedback works within the classroom environment. Both students and teachers will be given the opportunity to withdraw their consent at any point during the observation day see appendix A for more details. 

Questions asked would include the gender of the child, this is important as there could be a difference in how girls and boys feel. It would also include questions such as “Do you find you learn more when you are sat next to whoever you want or when your teacher sits you?” (See appendix C), this question will allow the researcher to identify how students feel they learn. It will also ask “What type of feedback do you find most useful?” (See Appendix B), there would be options here of Green and pink pens, peer marking and direct feedback. This would be in a Likert scale question that would ask the students to rate the “AFL” strategy according to how useful they find each strategy. Finally, there would be an open question asking for any additional information about feedback. This will be added for students to answer with whatever they feel is relevant. Questionnaires will be created using Microsoft forms and filled out on the schools I pads. The questionnaires will be answered at the student’s convenience as not to interrupt their learning within the class. 
Teachers will also be given a questionnaire. This questionnaire will have more open questions asking questions about how they as teachers implement “AFL” strategies such as direct feedback. The questions will give an insight into what they see as important to support the student’s growth to the next progression step. Teaches will be asked questions such as “Does teaching a focus group help you to give direct feedback? Please explain your answer.” (See appendix D). 

The third stage in the research project will be an interview with students. As the class is a mixed year class, the students will be picked at random but there will need to be a mixture of boys and girls from both classes completing the interviews, due to the nature of the research study. Students answers will be recorded, and the recordings will be stored on a password protected one drive. Students will be asked questions that expand on what they were asked in the questionnaires. Questions will include, “Do you think where you sit in class affects your learning? Why?” (see appendix E), and, “Do you find getting feedback from your teacher helpful to your learning? Why?” (see appendix E). These questions are important to understand if the students understand what the study will focus on. 

Finally, the researcher will complete an observation of the teacher and students. The researcher will be looking for how the teacher interacts with students in a focus group and gives direct feedback. This is important to discover how direct feedback is distributed and used by the students. 

Although the study will be conducted in one school day, it could be replicated using the same tools but in another learning environment. One limitation of the study could be that more time would be needed to observe how different the outcome could be with allowing the students to sit in any location they desire. By allowing this to happen the researcher might identify a difference in both attitudes to learning and outcomes of work. 

The research study aimed to find how seating positions affected direct feedback to students. From the study the researcher was able to identify that from the class of twenty-seven responses fourteen were male, eleven were female and two declined to identify their gender. The gender is important to identify if there is a difference in how different genders feel. After more of the researcher’s answers are investigated the report will break down the gender. The first question asked of the students was how much they enjoyed attending school. This gave a mixture of results, eight students do not like attending school, ten felt moderately well about attending and only eight enjoy attending school, the mixture of boys and girls was even across each. 

The second question asked how interesting students found their lessons. The researcher predicted that the more students enjoyed the lessons the more engaged the students would be. This gave a positive result as not one student did not find their lesson interesting. Only one student found the lessons extremely interesting, nine find them somewhat interesting and a surprising seventeen find them interesting. The most surprising result was that there was a larger number of boys that find the lessons more interesting than girls. The fifth question started looking more at seating positions and gave a less surprising result out of the twenty-seven students asked if they would like the opportunity to sit next to whoever they want in class only one student said no and twenty-one said they would. The surprise came when the researcher looked at the breakdown of if students felt they learned more when the teacher sat them in specific locations or when they sat themselves. Although there was a much larger proportion of students that said they would like to sit wherever they wanted, ten students said they learn more when the teacher sits them in groups. This shows that not all students feel that their friends are a good influence on their learning. This number had an equal number of boys and girls. Students were also asked if they found certain AFL strategies helpful. The response for the direct feedback was that only three students felt that it was not helpful, thirteen found it useful and eleven found it very helpful. 

During the teacher surveys the teachers had a good idea of what was asked of them. He teachers and teaching assistants taught a range of ages but when asked what type of feedback they found most effective; five of the seven teachers agreed that it was Direct feedback in a focus group that was most effective. Some answers supplied included “believe instant feedback can help the learners adjust their learning and improve future learning” (Appendix G). As well as “Instant feedback is the richest and most personalised form of feedback” (Appendix G). There were also some counter arguments that Pink and green pens were more effective for key stage 2. Since “Direct feedback is very useful in the moment ... but pink and green gives lasting feedback that the children can share in” (Appendix G). Therefore, a combination of these might work best in a key stage two class. This combination was witnessed by the researcher on the day witnessed the class teacher giving direct feedback with a focus group but also using pink and green pens to supply feedback directly on the students work. 

When asked if the teachers believed that if students were able to sit wherever they like affected the way they received direct feedback there was a mixture of responses. One teacher wrote “No because all children will receive feedback that is pertinent to them” while another wrote “Yes. It allows the teacher to personalise even more preciously rather than falling into the trap of giving group feedback- when children are sitting in ability groupings” (Appendix G). The responses received show that all teachers feel differently about how direct feedback can be distributed. 

These responses were also echoed during interviews with students. Four students were chosen. Two boys and two girls one set from year five and one set from year six. The students were informed that all answers were private and would not be repeated to their teacher. The questions asked to students were extenders for the questionnaire. When asked if the students if they found getting feedback from the teacher helpful student C said ‘I find it helpful because you know what your doing even though she can say we're learning about this, you can sometimes not fully understand so when she explains that you need to do,  to get the answer it will be more helpful’, (See appendix H). this shows that in some cases students do not always fully understand how to complete the task but after a direct explanation it clears it up. Students were also asked if they felt that sitting in groups helped the teacher to give feedback, Student A responded with ‘If I was sat in one group and got feedback I would listen more’ (See appendix H). 

Students were asked if they thought where they sat in the classroom affected the way their learning. Student A responded with ‘Sometimes if I’m sitting next to a friend, I don’t get any work done. I get more distracted.’ (See appendix H) and another echoed this view saying that ’What I do is I talk to them by also write whilst I'm talking, And I will tell like they're speaking too much like stop speaking but I feel like it helps if you're next to some that you know’ (See appendix H). The responses that the students h=gave show that they understand the reproductions to their learning if they sit next to the wrong person. The responses that the students gave also showed that some of the students felt that sitting in a focus and being placed by the teacher can be more effective to their learning that sitting wherever they wanted. 

During the study the researcher aimed to identify if seating positions made a difference to how direct feedback was given out to students, and how the students would then act on that feedback. The researcher was able to identify that students feel that they receive feedback more efficiently in a focus group but also would like the opportunity to sit wherever they want during lessons. This information also corresponded to what the teachers and teaching assistants said in the surveys. They both agreed that seating in accordance to ability helped the students to learn and to receive feedback from a group. 

One surprising impact of the study was how the students worked within the focus group. Although the teacher was speaking to one person in a focus group, all other students were able to listen and identify their weaknesses in a task. This allowed the feedback to not only be direct but also a form of group feedback. The teacher being able to give feedback in this way helped all students on that focus group. Direct feedback is important and both students and teachers identify this. To improve this study the researcher would have observed two different lessons, the first lesson would involve the teacher seating the students in focus groups, the second would have students sitting however they felt appropriate next to whoever they wanted. By doing this it would identify what method would help students learn more efficiently. Having a focus group helps students across ages to grow to the next progression step. Focus groups also help students to “Understand group progress for schools to ensure that their curriculum raises standards and helps raise achievement for all” (Government, 2020, p. 33)
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