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Introduction
This research essay will be focusing on the seating arrangements of a year 4 classroom and looking at the positives and negatives surrounding the changing of seating arrangements of a classroom as it is not merely for aesthetics and as classrooms evolve to accommodate diverse learning styles and pedagogical approaches, the question of how seating arrangements impact student behaviour and learning outcomes becomes increasingly pertinent. The research is aimed to shed light on the effectiveness of different seating configurations in fostering an optimal learning environment. Having an interest in this particular focus stems from school X having a wide school approach which requires changing seating arrangements every fortnight and having seating arrangements for different sessions which sparked an interest in having a deeper look into why they do this and how to learners feel about these changes. School X is in the Glamorgan area and caters for 449 pupils including the pupils enrolled in nursery too, the age ranges between four and eleven in fifteen classes (Estyn, 2015). 
The primary objective of this research project is to conduct a rigorous examination of seating arrangements within primary school environments, aiming to elucidate their multifaceted impact on student engagement, interaction, and academic attainment. Through analysis of diverse seating configurations, supplemented by empirical data and qualitative observations, this study aims to discern optimal practices conducive to fostering an ideal learning environment for young learners. By discerning patterns and correlations between seating arrangements and various educational outcomes, this research seeks to contribute empirically grounded insights to the scholarly discourse on classroom management strategies in primary education. The research question I have chosen is “What is the relationship between seating arrangements and pupil engagement in year 4 classroom?”. 



Literature review
The utilisation of seating arrangements as a traditional strategy to govern classroom dynamics represents a longstanding practice deeply embedded within educational frameworks (Cillessen et al., 2023). This strategy works as an assist for educators in orchestrating an environment conducive to learning while managing behavioural requirements. Traditionally, educators have wielded seating arrangements as a means of addressing potential disruptions, aligning with the assertion posited by Wheldall and Lam (1987) that the spatial placement of students can catalyse on-task behaviour and enhance teachers' efficacy in behaviour regulation.
Crafting the best seating plan presents many challenges, as underscored by Gest and Rodkin (2011). It requires careful consideration of spatial dynamics, social interactions, as well as academic goals and continuous pupil achievement. This intricate process extends beyond simple rearrangement, necessitating a thorough understanding of how environmental factors influence student engagement, behaviour, and developmental trajectories. Such a comprehensive approach is essential for educators seeking to create an environment conducive to effective teaching and learning. Gest and Rodkin (2011) suggest that the strategic placement of students can foster a sense of inclusivity and promote collaborative learning. Conversely, an ill-conceived seating arrangement risks exacerbating social hierarchies and causes disengagement among students, as delineated by studies such as those conducted by Gest and Rodkin (2011). 
Balancing the need for effective classroom management with maintaining social cohesion among students poses a challenge for many educators. Upon entering a classroom, practitioners must strategically consider the arrangement of furniture, tables, and chairs. Traditional row seating, a practice used for centuries, has been associated with increased on-task behaviour during individual tasks (Hastings & Schwieo, 1995), leading to heightened focus and improved completion rates of assigned work (Bennett & Blundell, 1983). However, this seating arrangement may inadvertently limit peer interactions, potentially fostering a less conducive learning environment.
Conversely, group or circle seating arrangements have been observed to promote greater social interaction and facilitate increased questioning among students (Mark, Fuhrer & Hartig, 1999). Nevertheless, such arrangements can also cause social dynamics that may lead to issues such as changes in social status among peers and feelings of neglect among students positioned on the periphery (Gremmen et al., 2018).
However, cultural influences play a role in educators' preferences for seating arrangements. Zhang's (2019) ethnographic study highlighted Chinese educators' propensity for hierarchical seating arrangements, where students with positive academic attitudes are positioned centrally, while those with less favourable attitudes are relegated to peripheral seating. This illustrates the diverse perspectives and practices adopted by educators worldwide in tailoring seating arrangements to meet the specific needs of their students. 
Finding the optimal balance between effective classroom management and preserving social cohesion among students presents a persistent challenge for educators. While traditional row seating enhances individual task focus, group or circle arrangements encourage peer interaction. Cultural nuances, such as hierarchical seating preferences, further contribute to the diverse array of seating practices worldwide.
Crafting an effective seating arrangement demands consideration of diverse factors, including student personalities, learning styles, and interpersonal dynamics, all tailored to optimise learning outcomes while minimising disruptions. It is imperative to acknowledge that teachers' choice of seating arrangements significantly influences learners' attitudes towards education (Denton, 1992). Furthermore, these arrangements can bolster communication skills as students collaborate (Marzano, 2003).
Given the pivotal role of behaviour in academic achievement, the social dynamics within the classroom are paramount (Gest, 2014). Marx, Furher, and Hartig (2000) demonstrated the benefits of circle or group seating, revealing that students in such arrangements tend to engage more actively, leading to enhanced learning quality. This heightened interaction facilitates activities like brainstorming and quality questioning, aiding teachers in assessing learning needs and providing tailored support (Rosenfield, Lambert, & Black, 1985). Additionally, collaborative learning fosters peer-to-peer knowledge transfer, particularly beneficial for learners with behavioural difficulties (Pace & Price, 2005). This personalised approach to seating arrangements highlights the need for teachers to understand students' social and emotional needs as well as their learning styles. Educators must carefully balance the physical setup of the classroom with the social dynamics among students to foster both academic success and emotional growth.
Notably, Vygotsky’s (1978) sociocultural theory of cognitive development suggests that the zone of proximal development highlights the potential for learning and development when individuals receive appropriate scaffolding and assistance within this zone. This can include teachers and their own peers. When teachers design a seating arrangement of their choice they are to decide how well the learners will collaborate with one another and educators can leverage the zone of proximal development by strategically placing students in proximity to peers who can provide support and assistance such as mixed ability groupings therefore fostering an environment for the lower ability learners to collaborate and learn from their peers allowing for learners to achieve more as per the study conducted by  (Mark, Fuhrer & Hartig, 1999) therefore emphasising on social interaction and cooperative learning allowing for meaningful dialogue, problem solving and enhancing their cognitive development. 
However, COVID-19 disrupted pupil engagement by altering classroom dynamics and shifting learning to remote settings. This departure from traditional methods deprived educators of regular face-to-face interactions with students and hindered opportunities for peer collaboration. The Zone of Proximal Development underscores the importance of social interaction, but with the shift to remote learning, scaffolding was compromised, impacting students' ability to reach their full potential. Post-pandemic data collected by the EEF highlights significant disparities in learning outcomes, particularly for disadvantaged students.













Explanation of Case Study
Case study research involves an in-depth investigation (Meiher and Pugh, 1986) that delves into a real-life situation (Alderman et al., 1980). It aims to provide a comprehensive understanding of a single objective by employing various methods and data collection techniques. This includes gathering information from individuals, organisations, specific events, or phenomena through interviews, observations, and document analysis. Yin (1994) defines case study research as empirical inquiry that examines real-life contexts to evaluate areas requiring exploration.
One of the strengths of case study research is its ability to provide detailed insights into complex phenomena within their natural context. By examining real-life situations, researchers can gain a rich understanding of the chosen area of research. Additionally, case studies allow for flexibility in data collection methods, enabling researchers to tailor their approach to the unique characteristics of the case under investigation; case study research requires uncovering details and layers of understanding that might be overlooked in larger-scale survey studies for example. Lee and Saunders (2017) emphasise the importance of this approach in identifying the unique qualities of the event under investigation. By focusing intensely on a sole case, researchers can explore its complexities and intricacies, revealing insights that contribute to a richer understanding of the phenomenon.
Moreover, case study research enables researchers to adopt a holistic perspective, examining the topic from multiple angles and viewpoints. Unlike surveys that rely on predetermined questions, case studies offer the flexibility to explore various dimensions, perspectives, and contextual factors related to the case (Lee and Saunders, 2017). Meier (2009) underscores the value of this method in uncovering unexpected insights and phenomena that may not have been anticipated. By immersing themselves in the intricacies of the case, researchers can uncover novel perspectives, unanticipated outcomes, and contextual factors that enrich their understanding of the topic.
However, like everything, case study research also has limitations. One such limitation is the potential for researcher bias and subjectivity, which may influence the selection of cases, data collection methods, and data interpretation. This can compromise the validity and reliability of the findings. Additionally, the generalisability of case study findings may be limited due to the focus on specific cases and contexts (Yang, 2022).
To mitigate these limitations, researchers must ensure transparency and rigor in their approach to case study research. This includes carefully documenting the research process, acknowledging any potential biases, and using triangulation methods to enhance the credibility of the findings. Despite its limitations, case study research remains a valuable tool for exploring real-life phenomena and generating rich, contextualised insights.
As per Meiher and Pugh (1986) definition of case study research, the researcher believes that the definition aligns with the purpose of the research and doing so it has allowed the researcher to use a variety of data to analyse and gain a deeper understanding of the bigger picture regarding the relationship between seating arrangements and pupil engagement and has allowed the researcher to illustrate a more general principle (Nisbet and Watt 1984: 72) of this area in education, Hitchcock and Hughes (1995) further suggest that the case study approach is particularly valuable when the researcher has little control over events such, the researcher first began to think of how to collect the data and began to think about the variety of methods that could be used. 








Research methods
Observations are a method that is used in a variety of case study research and as the name implies it is a way of collecting date through observing by immersing yourself in the setting where the participants of the research are and involves watching, listening, reading, and recording behaviours or characteristics of phenomena (Dudovsky,2024). Observations are classed as the superior form of data collection when looking at non-verbal behaviour such as seating arrangements in an educational setting (Bailey, 1994) as the researcher is able to make appropriate notes about the features of the phenomena over a period of time but ensuring that the notes are full enough to describe the full event to summon them when writing research analysis and findings (Lofland, 1971). However, conducting observations can often be time consuming and may have many challenges depending on the setting (Curry et al 2009), for instance observing learners in a classroom setting may cause learners to act differently which is called the Hawthorne effect (Bauernfeind, 1973) and can influence the behaviour of the participants naturally. 
When undertaking observations at School X, the utilisation of an observation schedule (see appendix A) facilitated the organisation and structuring of the observational process. Ensuring the absence of any instructional responsibilities during the observations was imperative to maintain the integrity and reliability of the data, as teaching concurrent with observing could potentially introduce inaccuracies, thereby compromising data. Accordingly, a well-planned schedule was drafted to facilitate a comprehensive exploration of seating arrangements and their potential impact on pupil engagement, aligning with the tenets outlined by Bailey (1994) regarding the characteristics of classroom settings and gaining a clearer picture of the question I have been researching.
School X has strategically leveraged seating arrangements as a tool to enhance pupil engagement and used for behaviour management. This strategic method entails assigning designated seats for distinct subjects or sessions throughout the day. For instance, Year 4 students commence their day with guided group reading, wherein they occupy their designated 'reading seats.' Subsequently, they transition to their 'maths seats' for the mathematics session. Following a break, students convene for literacy activities, and finally, conclude the day with a session dedicated to a broader curriculum topic, necessitating a shift to their 'talk partner' seats. 
Notably, the implementation of a structured schedule was deemed essential to mitigate potential confusion arising from the frequent relocation of students throughout the classroom environment. The decision to conduct observations over a two-week period was motivated by the school's practice of seat rotation on a biweekly basis. This extended duration was deemed imperative to ensure the acquisition of reliable and comprehensive data, allowing for a nuanced understanding of how varying seating arrangements influence student engagement across different subjects and temporal contexts this section of data collection was time consuming as per (Curry et al 2009).
Furthermore, the establishment of a rapport between the researcher and the students, cultivated through prior engagement within the Professional Teaching Experience (PTE) framework, fostered an environment conducive to authentic observations. Consequently, concerns regarding the Hawthorne effect, as posited by Bauernfeind (1973), were mitigated, therefore enhancing the validity of the findings. The methodological approach adopted, coupled with the extended observational time, was deemed optimal for underpinning student engagement within the classroom environment.
When delving deeper into the processes of interviews, they are often generated between human interactions and are often done through conversations (Kvale, 1966); Kvale (1966) defines the interview process as an interchange of views between two or more people based on a topic. They enable the participant to discuss their interpretation of seating arrangements in the classroom and express how they feel towards the constant changes in seating arrangements and understanding the participants point of view, however the interviewer must remain unbiased when conducting interviews (Kitwood, 1977) such as asking questions in the correct manner and ensuring that all kids of bias feelings to be eliminated during this process to be able to get a real life picture of the phenomena (Yin, 1994) and be able to successfully sample respondents opinions. 
In the pursuit of gathering data for this research endeavour, the utilisation of learner interviews was deemed a reasonable approach. Recognising the considerable influence of age on learners' perceptions and sentiments towards seating arrangements, a deliberate effort was made to capitalise on group interviews. This strategy, aimed to create a conducive setting where learners could clearly articulate their views on seating dynamics.
The interviews were conducted in small groups, comprising of three participants at a time. This group format was selected to foster a comfortable environment conducive to open dialogue and uninhibited expression. By affording learners the opportunity to engage in collective discussion, the research sought to gather deeper insights into the interplay between seating configurations and their perceived impact on learning experiences. Drawing upon Kvale's (1966) conceptualization of qualitative interviewing, this approach facilitated rich conversational exchanges wherein learners articulated their perspectives, elucidating the multifaceted nature of their learning experiences by asking a series of relevant questions (see appendix D).
Furthermore, the timing of the interviews, after the completion of observational activities, was deliberate. This sequencing was intended to mitigate the potential influence of researcher bias, as articulated by Yang (2022), thereby safeguarding the credibility and integrity of the data collected. By deferring interviews until after observational data had been garnered, the research aimed to ensure that learners' perspectives were accorded due to external influences.













Data Presentation and Analysis Method
In presenting the data collected from both observational activities and participant interviews, a systematic approach to analysis is paramount to derive meaningful insights. Initially, the data from observations and interviews are meticulously examined to detect recurring themes or patterns. This analytical process is facilitated through the application of thematic analysis, a widely utilised method in qualitative data analysis (Joffe, 2012). Thematic analysis serves as a robust tool for uncovering the main ideas or topics emergent within the dataset, thereby enabling a comprehensive understanding of the phenomenon under investigation.
The origins of thematic analysis can be traced back to the scientific work of philosopher Gerald Holton (1975), primarily within the domain of scientific inquiry. Over time, researchers have embraced and adapted the principles of thematic analysis to analyse various forms of qualitative data, thereby extending its applicability across diverse research domains. Leveraging thematic analysis, the researcher can effectively present the collected data and corresponding findings by integrating observational notes and participant quotes to substantiate key points pertinent to the research objectives.
To sustain the reliability and trustworthiness of the findings, several measures have been adopted. Firstly, plenty of time has been given to engage with the data to facilitate a clear understanding, particularly given the comprehensive and detailed nature of the observational notes (Lofland, 1971). This engagement ensures that the analysis is informed by a solid foundation of realistic evidence. Furthermore, the age of the participants has been explicitly disclosed during the data presentation to contextualise their responses and provide clarity regarding potential influencing factors.
Moreover, a concerted effort has been made to mitigate biases that may influence the analysis process, thereby upholding transparency and integrity in data interpretation (Yang, 2022). Transparency is regarded as paramount in data analysis, necessitating a candid and forthright approach to data interpretation to foster credibility and ensure the fidelity of the findings.
To conclude, the utilisation of thematic analysis in presenting the collected data underscores the researcher's commitment to methodological rigor and empirical integrity. Through systematic analysis and transparent reporting, the research aims to clarify meaningful insights that contribute to the broader scholarly discourse within the field of study.
Ethical considerations
Ethical considerations stand as the foundation of any research venture, serving as a moral compass to safeguard the welfare and rights of participants. Recognising this role, great attention was devoted to navigating ethical protocols throughout the planning and execution phases of the research project. Central to this process was the completion of an ethics form (see appendix C) and the implementation of measures aimed at ensuring participant safety and mitigating potential stress or discomfort, in accordance with ethical guidelines clarified by Cacciattolo (2015).
To address concerns regarding coercion or discomfort during the data collection, parental consent was sought through the liaison of the class teacher, who also holds the roles of both my senior and class mentor. This collaborative effort culminated in the drafting and signing of a letter outlining the research objectives, procedures, and the rights of participants. By affording parents the opportunity to provide informed consent, this process underscored the paramount importance of participant confidentiality, thus upholding the ethical principles strengthening the research.
Following the detailed attainment of consent, a conscientious effort was made to curate participant groups with careful attention to gender balance, ensuring an equitable representation of diverse perspectives. This deliberate approach not only enriched the breadth and depth of data collected but also underscored a commitment to inclusivity and fairness within the research process.
Moreover, prior to commencing data collection, participants were provided with an overview of their rights and assurances of anonymity. This transparent communication emphasised that refusal to participate would in no way affect their educational journey, as stipulated in the ethics form (see appendix C). Clear and concise explanations were provided, with great care taken to ensure participants' full comprehension and informed consent.
The ethical considerations of this research project reflect a steadfast commitment to upholding the dignity, autonomy, and well-being of all participants involved. 



Results
After a comprehensive analysis of the results gathered from thematic analysis, a comprehensive understanding of the relationship between seating arrangements and pupil engagement occurred, further enriched by observations, thus creating a clearer picture as suggested by Bailey (1994) on her views on case study and the importance it has on gaining a better picture. The two-week observation period, documented in the notes (see appendix A), the observations were crucial in confirming my initial ideas, revealing detailed dynamics within the classroom setting.
One notable finding from the observations was the impact of proximity to 'chatty' peers on overall classroom noise levels and subsequent learning outcomes. It became apparent that learners situated nearby to individuals prone to excessive conversation often experienced heightened distractions, leading to frustration and diminished concentration among their peers (see figure 1). 

Figure 1. ‘How many of you prefer sitting at the front?’

However, when these individuals were strategically reassigned to different seats, an improvement in classroom dynamics ensued, with students reporting enhanced focus and active participation. This phenomenon, mirroring Vygotsky's concept of the zone of proximal development (1978), underscores the profound influence of peer behaviour on academic performance, further accentuating the importance of thoughtful seating arrangements.
Similarly, the observations shed light on the challenges faced by easily distracted learners and the pivotal role of seating proximity in mitigating these challenges. Through strategic seating assignments, educators can optimise peer interactions, fostering a conducive learning environment that enhances student engagement and academic achievement. This finding resonates strongly with the research of Gest and Rodkin (2011), which tells the significance of peer dynamics in shaping student behaviour and classroom dynamics.
Student A further discusses the importance of deliberate seating arrangements in optimising learning environments. Advocating for placement alongside friends or compatible peers, Student A highlights the potential impact of social dynamics on individual learning experiences, further emphasising the need for personalised seating strategies tailored to student needs and preferences.
The results of the group interview gave me a further insight into student preferences and perceptions regarding seating arrangements. Notably, a significant minority expressed aversion to front-row seating (see figure 2) citing discomfort and visual strain associated with proximity to the board and teacher. Conversely, a majority expressed a preference for back-row seating, attributing it to improved focus and workspace availability. This preference for back-row seating was further corroborated by subsequent questioning, further underscoring the importance of student comfort and spatial dynamics in facilitating optimal learning experiences.

Figure 2. ‘How many of you prefer sitting at the front?’

On the other hand, learners expressed concerns about feeling neglected when seated towards the back or the edge of the classroom, highlighting the potential impact of seating proximity on relationships and peer interactions. These findings resonate strongly with the research of Gremmen et al. (2018), which highlights the intricate relationship between seating arrangements and social dynamics within educational settings.
In summary, the findings of the thematic analysis and observational data paint a nuanced portrait of the complex interplay between seating arrangements and pupil engagement within the classroom. By strategically leveraging seating assignments to optimise peer interactions and mitigate distractions, educators can foster a conducive learning environment that enhances student engagement and academic success. These insights underscore the importance of thoughtful pedagogical practices and classroom management strategies in promoting inclusive and equitable learning experiences for all students.
The final analysis I gathered from the results is the learners’ raised concerns about the teacher's approach to seating arrangements and emphasised the importance of ensuring student comfort regardless of their seating location. A diverse range of opinions emerged, reflecting the varied perspectives within the group. Notably, most learners, constituting majority of the participants (see figure 3), advocated against being overlooked during classroom discussions, underscoring the significance of inclusivity and active engagement. They stressed the need for teachers to maintain awareness of all students, irrespective of their seating positions, to facilitate equitable participation.
On the other hand, a minority of participants expressed a contrasting viewpoint, suggesting that teachers should have the flexibility to choose their own seating arrangements to aid in their concentration. This perspective highlights the nuanced balance between student needs and teacher preferences within the classroom environment.


Figure 3. ‘How can the teacher make sure everyone is comfortable?’



Conclusion and recommendations
In summarising the research on seating arrangements and pupil achievement, it is evident that this investigation has unveiled a wealth of opportunities to enhance my understanding of how seating dynamics influence student learning outcomes. By exploring various facets of classroom interactions.
Through my data collection process, it gave me a valuable insight into learners' perceptions of seating allocation by educators and teachers. While much of the literature emphasises the behavioural implications and physical layout of classrooms, my findings underscore the emotional responses suggested by seating arrangements. Specifically, students expressed feelings of frustration and neglect when perceived as being ignored by teachers in their seating placements.
The connection between literature and findings illuminates the need for a more holistic approach to understanding the impact of seating arrangements on pupil achievement. While previous research has primarily focused on behavioural outcomes and physical classroom design, our study highlights the emotional dimensions that underpin student experiences within the learning environment.
Looking ahead there is a clear imperative to bridge the gap between teacher practices and student perceptions. One avenue for progress is to engage educators through targeted questionnaires, to further understand their rationale behind seating decisions. By aligning teacher practices with student experiences, we can foster more equitable classroom environments that promote student engagement and achievement.
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How can the teacher make sure everyone is comfortable?	Not be ignored 	Sit next to friends	7	5	

How many of you prefer sitting at the back?

Sales	Yes	No	8	4	

How many of you prefer sitting at the front?

How many of you prefer sitting at the front?	Yes	No	3	8	
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