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observations were conducted. The students received language instruction in rooms
with different seating arrangements. The findings indicated that in the modern
classroom students enjoyed learning a language owing to factors such as round tables
seating arrangement, multimedia facilities, less proximity with the instructor, creativity
and amicable class environment. These factors resulted in improved motivation and
engagement in class activities, heightened confidence, less shyness, courage to ask
questions, peer correction, attentive students’ behaviour and more focused approach
to accomplish the tasks. However, the traditional classroom with linear seating

Keywords: arrangement created problems for the students such as less visibility, proximity
Communication; motivation; between the instructor and students and shyness to ask questions and lack of free
engagement; learning movement.

1. Introduction

The educational research highlighted the factors that influence the learning behavior of students
such as room temperature, room lighting, and acoustics [10,15].Another important element is the
physical layout and its effects on students’ learning [19,20]. This paper examines the factors that
influence students’ learning. Specifically, it examines the impact of seating arrangement on students’
learning behaviour, attention, student and teacher relationships and classroom participation. The
educational researches indicate that fewer studies have been conducted on the classroom seating
arrangement and its impact on students’ learning [19,20]. Active engagement positively affects
students' learning and increases higher order thinking skills.
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2. Background

In the twenty first century, the idea emerged that physical factors such as lighting, space,
ventilation, and cleanliness were equally important for good learning outcomes and promoting
teamwork. The research of Kostourous and Olivier (2014) insisted on freedom to choose seats for
long attention span in the classroom. After few years, the concept emerged that the physical layout
created an amicable class environment in which students were happy, motivated, performed and
interacted with each other [33]. The appliances and the objects arranged in the classroom such as
visual aids, book shelves, LCDs, tables and chairs also enhanced students’attention and involvement
in class activities. However, the configuration of room dimensions and furniture could result in
negative students’ performance [16]. The studies revealed that both teaching and learning were
affected by seating arrangement [26]. The studies of Juhary [25] showed that the way students sit in
the classroom corresponded to their performance, those sitting infront were more active than those
at the back. Thus, students’ performance and teaching and learning methods were dependent on the
physical factors such as classroom size and capacity and affected students’engagement and teachers’
performance. The studies of Peter et al., [31] explained that the physical layout enhanced confidence
and engagement level of students since healthy interactions were observed among students and
between students and teachers. It has been seen that the classroom environment directly influenced
students' grades specially interaction between students and teachers while highlighting positive
learning process [23]. The researches of John [24], and Jusan [27] proved that the physical layout
modified positively students’ behaviour inside the classroom as they were more attentive and
engaged in class activities thus resulting in positive learning outcomes.

3. Literature Review

Downer et al., [12], Canter and Canter, Curwin and Mendler [8], Badia-Martin [4] studied the link
between the classroom and students’ performance. Physical layout in the given space was sometimes
never changed by the instructors as they considered it conducive for a particular type of task or class
activity [1]. Another factor was highlighted by Richard [33] and Black [6]. They explored that poor
seating arrangement weakened student’s performance by almost 50%, if they stood or had distance
of 6 meters from the visual aids within the classroom. Therefore, it was essential to change the
seating arrangement if it failed to enhance students’ performance and resulted in disruptive
behaviour. However, the traditional classroom setting was usually limited to three seating layouts:
rows, horseshoe, and clusters [38].

The seating plan can be a challenging task for the teachers who decide about how to integrate
students with different abilities and from different backgrounds in the classroom and to develop a
sense of belonging to the class. The class management can be so complex at times that it results in
teacher burnout. Steinzor [37] and Gump [17] emphasized the fact that students around tables
established direct connections easily and more happily than those seated in columns and rows. Active
learning, healthy and positive interactions were observed in the circle or cluster seating
arrangements. Heindselman et al., (2007) observed that seating arrangement not only influenced
student performance but also their grades in the class tests. The same concept was re-inforced by
Rennells and Chaudhari [32]. Pace and Price (2005) emphasized students’ behaviour and attainment
owing to the seating arrangement. Sylvain (2003) discovered that students’ behaviour was observed
to be modified with age. It was equally important to understand the students’ perspective on the
seating arrangement with an objective to create suitability of layout for an amicable learning
environment, especially in multicultural context. However, the U-shaped arrangement encouraged
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and improved social interaction among students and developed a sense of collaboration and
community. Because not only they confronted the teacher but also each other [21]. Students’
engagement and participation also enhanced in U shaped layout [36]. Also, students were asked
more questions while sitting in a semicircular arrangement than rows and columns. Atherton [3]
indicated that row arrangements supported a top-down (teacher-student) approach to learning and
students were passive and inattentive in this arrangement.

Studies of Chieu and Cheng (2016) and Reinke (2019) emphasized on keeping the students
actively engaged in the classrooms inorder to achieve learning outcomes. In the language learning
classroom, organizing activities were an effective way to enhance students’ noticeably in the blended
classrooms in higher education. The physical classroom environment specially seating arrangements
[19] was found to be a crucial factor to boost students’ attention, engagement, and participation in
the language learning process in the blended learning environment. The physical classroom layout
represented the instructional paradigm and linked with students’ attitudes, behaviour,
communication, engagement students’ social connections inside the classroom and academic
performance. Lotfy [26] highlighted that the priority should be given to the classroom seating
arrangement in the creation of classroom environment with an objective to maximize students’
participation in the activities. Lewinski (2015) also pointed out that the most powerful tool to improve
students’ high performance is the seating when effectively arranged in the blended learning setting.

The study of educational literature indicated three dimensional effects of the seating
arrangement on student engagement and commitment. Firstly, the relationship between seating
arrangement and students’ level of communication and social interaction with classmates was
observed as mentioned in Figure 2.

Social interaction Motivation

Students’ engagement

Students’ attention

Fig. 2. Three dimensional effects of the seating plan

4. Research Design

This research is a qualitative study. A case study approach was used “to study the characters in
real life situation” [39]. The research instruments such as semi structured interviews and class
observations were found to be the best for this study. By using the case study approach, this study
deeply observed the impact of seating arrangement on students’ behavior in the classroom in the
institution of higher education. The interview protocol was designed with fourteen questions. The
interviews were conducted as per interviewees’ convenience. Class observations were also taken.
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A group of twenty students were selected through probability sampling. Students A, B, C were
interviewed. They used to sit in the modern classroom equipped with the latest facilities and the
layout was cluster seating with round tables and chairs. They were given freedom to choose the seats
of their choice as well as peers. They were given different tasks and activities to perform within the
classroom. Author (2014) explained an observation process in which he used a “teaching attribute
instrument; qualitative notes of behaviors.” (P.6)

The studies of Saldana [34] emphasized analyzing data through codes and themes. For this study,
the elements of engagement, attention, communication, interaction, and class environment were
thoroughly observed in the undergraduate students.

5. Findings and Discussion
The data was analyzed through codes and themes.

a) Physical layout

The data analysis revealed that the students preferred circular seating. The interviewees highlighted
several advantages of round tables seating such as motivation, comfort, peer support, quick learning,
easy to focus, easy access to teacher and engagement in group work. Student A indicated:

“Yes, | prefer circular arrangement. | enjoy group work. | communicate easily with my teacher...| enjoy
working in groups and bonding among us.”

Student B highlighted:
“I am satisfied with seating arrangement because | can sit anywhere, | want and move easily....”
Student C gave her opinion:

Seating arrangements make it easier to pay attention to teacher because we aren’t far from
teacher, so she can see us, so we just need to focus on our work.

b) Attention Span

It was found that the cluster physical layout facilitated attention, bonding, motivation, engagement,
among students. The rows arrangement created problems in visibility for those who were sitting at
the back. Students found time consuming to move back and forth. Engaging in class activities with
peers was also challenging in rows.

Student A gave opinion:

“This creates bonding between us, and we can pay more attention to teacher and activities...yes, | am
attentive in class. Yes, the seating arrangement makes it easier to pay attention to the teacher.”.

Student B explained her views:

“Yes, | am focused, the circular seating is helpful to pay attention in class. | feel motivated to work
with my friends, they give me motivation, rather than | sit alone”.

Student C shared his experience:
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“Seating arrangement really helped me because the teacher is infront of me so | must be more
focused and engaged in class activities.... Its easier to pay attention with this seating, there is no
blocking from the person infront of you so you can easily see and pay attention to teacher. One of
the things that make students pay more attention.”

c) Class environment

Data analysis indicated that the round tables seating created healthy class environment. The seating
arrangement facilitated good communication and interaction. Students found it easier to move in
the classroom. Learning was fun based but in traditional classroom it was not very comfortable and
helpful in interaction.

Student A highlighted:

“Seating arrangement makes environment comfortable and flexible. In traditional classroom,
communication is not easy with classmates but in circular, we can engage ourselves.”

Student B shared her opinion on communication:

“When we sit in circular arrangement, we can see each other and we can communicate easily without
the need to move around.”

Student C highlighted his sentiments:
“Yes, | enjoy working in groups. Circular layout makes learning more interesting.”

d) Communication:

Effective communication and healthy social interaction among students and between students and
teacher was established owing to cluster seating. Student A expressed her positive opinion:

“When me and my friends are around the table, we can communicate easily since we can see each
other’s face easily.”.

Student B expressed her view that she felt a sense of belonging while sitting next to her friends:

“When | sit near my friends, | feel connected with each other rather than far from them or sitting
alone.”

Student C expressed his views:

“Yes, | communicate easily, it really facilitates social interaction, it does feel too far in the room, you
feel close to your friends.”

e) Confidence:

It was found that the physical layout in cluster boosted students’ confidence as they used to sit with
their peers in groups and peer correction also played an important role to uplift the level of
confidence. They preferred the circular seating to rows as rows were found to be less facilitating.

Student A gave his opinion:

“Everything is perfect and fine. | really like this type of arrangement, and | enjoy French class very
much.”
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Student B positively talked about her high level of confidence:

“I have become more confident to ask questions, and | am no more a shy person to ask questions to
my teacher.”

Student C appreciated the freedom of movement:
“We move around, interact with each other that enhanced my confidence.”
f) Proximity:

The data revealed that students from the modern classroom were satisfied with the learning
environment and highlighted proximity with teacher in cluster seating arrangement. Direct contact
proved to be beneficial in establishing healthy interaction with teacher.

Student A shared his views about learning:

“In circular arrangement, the space is big, you can move around, the lecturer can see students better
and students can see lecturer better.”

Student B highlighted circular seating plan:

“The circular arrangement is quite convenient because it’s not far from my teacher. Even its easy for
teacher to hear us and see what we are doing.”

Student C explained the discomfort of rows:

“In lecture halls, the number of students is huge, we have to talk louder with discomfort but when
we sit closer, we feel that we are close to teacher and it’s easy to ask questions.”

6. Class Observations

The two groups A and B were observed throughout the semester. Students from group A were
observed in modern classroom equipped with modern facilities for French language learning. The
students from group B were taught French language in the traditional classroom. The observations
of group A indicated that students were much more enthusiastic and motivated than group B. In
group A, improved interpersonal communication was observed in students’ learning behaviour. It
was found that the circular layout of the modern classroom was quite convenient and comfortable
for the students. Students picked the seats of their choice and sat with their friends, enjoyed
friendships while productively working in groups. Their classmates were constantly assisting each
other in discussions to accomplish the given language tasks around the tables. Excitement,
enthusiasm, and motivation was observed among students as soon as they entered the classroom.
Some of them entered the classroom about 20 min before class. They sat and read French books
together, while turning the pages of colorful French picture books with great zeal and exchanged
views with their friends. They also enjoyed collaborative learning while exploring French as a foreign
language.

Students’ attendance, motivation and confidence were observed to be heightened and fear of
teachers and learning a foreign language was diminished. Creativity was observed in groups as well.
The weak students were supported by the brighter ones. Mutual learning developed a culture of
caring and sharing. Students were found attentive and disciplined. Even when the lecture was over,
it seemed that students did not feel like leaving the classroom and remained thrilled and excited in
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the room with their classmates. Learning with peers and peer correction of errors in oral production
around the tables was noticed. While correcting the pronunciation, peers giggled and teased each
other. The act of asking questions both to the teacher and their classmates indicated a positive sign
of curiosity for learning and attentive behaviour in class. Changes in students’ thinking, attitude and
behaviour were noticed. Students were found to be more responsive in groups in the circular seating
arrangement than in rows.

The social constructivist elements of learning were facilitated by the grouped seating by making
the teacher more accessible as the distance between students and teacher was less and the content
was comprehensible. Students’ engagement dominated their classroom activities that led to the
positive ambiance. Students were found to be highly engaged in language related tasks such as
watching videos on You tube, exercises, worksheets, and dialogue writing. Each member
concentrated on the activity, participated with vigour and enjoyed the process of learning by doing
with their classmates sitting around the table. It was found that learning in groups in circular seating
arrangement sharpened students thinking process and cooperation through interaction with peers
for the completion of tasks. High energy level, enthusiasm, and dynamism was found among groups.
Even the quiet and timid students’ performance in class improved as well. All the group members
gave their input in mutual discussions and did research work together with high motivation. Each
group member was found focused and absorbed in the tasks. The element of collectivity was
discovered to be stronger such as collective thinking process and collective research for vocabulary
and synonyms etc. The creative group presentations uplifted the excitement of the class. And made
the class environment interesting. Weaker and less confident students were found to learn from the
active students. Open communication, healthy interaction, sense of competition, motivation to
perform better than others were manifested by the students. It was noticed that students’ creativity
was at its peak in working with peers in groups Cross questioning and comments among the groups,
peer correction of French pronunciation and repetition exercises with peers. Mime session, theatrical
presentations, freedom of expression and movement in the classroom, noise, laughter, friendly
environment, freedom of performance, fun based learning were the noticeable elements in the
modern classroom with the circular seating. A variety of styles of group performances and
presentations also created humor in class. On the other hand, group B in the traditional classroom
with rows was found to be passive. Students who were sitting infront were more motivated and
attentive than those sitting at the back. The level of engagement also varied among students. The
ones having less proximity with teachers were more productive than others. From the perspective of
behaviour, students sitting in the back rows were found chatting, playing with their cell phones and
distracting others. Teacher had to point them out and make effort to keep them engaged in class
activity. The level of attention and engagement was less. In the rows seating, teachers had to work
harder on the group formation, movement was difficult and some of the students preferred to stand
near their classmates to participate in group work. It was found to be more time-consuming and less
convenient for the students.

This enquiry was made to study students’ learning behaviour in a traditional and a modern
classroom designed for learning. The study probed into the relationship of seating arrangement with
students’ learning behaviour while focusing on students’ engagement in class activities, confidence,
communication, social interaction with teacher and students. Both modern and traditional
classrooms had their positive and negatives aspects. Circular classrooms created strong
communication, bonding, and a sense of belonging among the students. They learned more quickly
with their peers sitting around them at round tables and were more motivated, engaged and
learning. The physical layout of the classroom represented the instructional paradigm and linked with
students’ attitudes, behaviour, communication, engagement students’ social connections inside the
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classroom and academic performance.The data indicated the fact that students around the tables,
had face to face direct contact joyfully than those seated in columns and rows as mentioned by
Steinzor [37] and Gump [17]. Considering the rows and columns arrangement, it was convenient from
teachers’ perspective for students’ monitoring and students could view and interact easily with the
teacher. Those from the back rows found it difficult to interact with teacher and visibility was less
clear. However, this arrangement was beneficial for watching the videos. At the same time students
could not see other students. Hence, rows were considered unfavorable for peer communication
which created inconvenience for engagement in activities.

7. Conclusion

This qualitative study has been conducted at a higher education institution in Malaysia. The Case
study approach was used to study the key actors’ the students from the Undergraduate programme.
The research instruments were semi-structured interviews of the students and the class observations
throughout the semester in both traditional and modern language learning classrooms. The
importance of seating arrangement and its effects on students’ learning behaviour was studied. Two
different seating arrangements circular and rows were chosen through purposive sampling. Two
groups of students who were learning in two different classrooms with different layouts were closely
observed and interviewed.

The findings revealed that rows were good for individual work. The students in the front rows are
more attentive as they face the teacher than those who sit at the back. Group work becomes
challenging in the rows as students are bound to move and physically adjust themselves to engage in
group activities. This consumes time and becomes time wasting strategy. On the other hand,
students in the backrows face problems such as focus, attention and interaction become difficult.
Collaborative learning becomes exhaustive in this seating arrangement. However, circular
arrangements are proved to be more suitable and they avoid positional discrimination in blended
learning. Considering the rows and columns arrangement, the whole classroom space was used. It is
convenient from teachers’ perspective for students’” monitoring and at the same time students
viewed the teacher and interacted easily. Therefore, teachers were found to move to facilitate
students’ discussions, and group work than in the rows and columns. From students’ perspective,
they sit closer and maintained direct eye contact. Students in group seating enjoyed social interaction
with peers and ask questions without shyness.

Three dimensional effects of the seating arrangement on students’ engagement and commitment
were proven. Firstly, the relationship between seating arrangement and students’ level of
convenience of communication and social interaction with classmates and teacher was stronger in
circular seating. Students’ performance, creativity, confidence and motivation for learning were
prominent features as well as peer support, peer correction and a culture of collaborative learning
dominate the classroom. The weaker ones also show their involvement and good performance after
sitting with the bright students. A culture of caring and sharing and a sense of belonging was instilled
within classroom community with overall positive effects on learning, emotions, and well-being
owing to circular seating arrangement.
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