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Providing students a va rie ty  o f seating  cho ices in a 
classroom  helps e n h a n c e  lea rn ing  opportun ities.

BY M IK E  K E N N E D Y

o to a typical restaurant, and you’re likely 
to be given a choice: “Table or booth?” The 
answer will depend on the circumstances- 
-whom you are meeting, how many people 

are involved, the purpose of the gathering, the time of 
day, how you feel physically.

In a classroom, students deal with similar variables 
as they work on lessons and assignments. But for many 
years in U.S. schools, no seating choice has been offered 
to accommodate the assorted student activities taking 
place. The kind of seats available for students in most 
classrooms was likely to be one-size-:its-all...or more 
accurately, one-size-even-thougn-it-doesn’t-fit-all.

But times change, educational practices evolve, and

school facility planners have begun to acknowledge that 
21st-century learning requires a departure from the 
archetypal classroom layout of chairs and desks in rigid 
rows and columns. To facilitate modern teaching strate
gies—collaborative learning, problem solving, nands- 
on instruction, student-centered curriculum, digital 
engagement—schools need learning environments 
more attuned to those approaches. That means schools 
should be providing a variety of spaces and seating that 
complement the kind of learning taking place.

A chair that is appropriate for a student tapping on a 
computer keyboard may cause discomfort and distrac
tion when that student tries to read silently or take part 
in a discussion with other students. Limiting students’
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seating choices may make it easier for some teachers 
to control the classroom environment, but it also may 
create obstacles for students trying to learn.

Flexibility is not just a school design buzzword—it 
is a critical element in creating spaces that enhance 
student performance.

“Collaborative learning spaces call for flexible 
furniture to allow versatility and modifiability,” the 
California Department of Education says in a document 
that provides guidance on flexible learning environ
ments. “Classrooms designed to support active learning 
increase student engagement on multiple measures, 
as compared to traditional row-by-column classroom 
seating.”

The rigidity of the traditional classroom layout took 
hold in the years before schools placed much emphasis 
on the differences in learning styles among students. 
The seating that works best for a student who learns 
best by reading and writing probably won’t be a good 
choice for someone who prefers hands-on activities.

In addition to providing space for traditional 
teacher-led instruction, a modern learning space also 
should have places where students can work by them
selves, where one-on-one work can take place between 
student and teacher or student and student; and where 
small groups can form to work on projects.

Many educators now try to craft their instruction so 
that it addresses the needs of all types of learners, but 
the seating arrangements in many classrooms haven’t 
changed accordingly.

Having different types of seating throughout a learn
ing space, as well as seating that can be adjusted to meet 
the needs of individual students, enables schools to 
provide the desired versatility in a classroom

“Flexible school furniture allows students to shift 
position, rock, rotate and roll,” the California Depart
ment of Education says. “Chairs and tables with wheels 
and adjustable standing desks offer students the choice 
of sitting or standing during the school day and provide 
alternatives for various activities, learning styles and 
special needs.”

Some teachers and facility planners seeking to ex
pand seating choices in their classrooms have pointed 
to coffeehouses as inspiration: They are a hub of activ
ity and productivity as people work individually on 
laptops, conduct meetings in small groups, or socialize 
with friends. Some find that sitting in straight-back 
chairs at a table makes them most productive; others 
may opt for the added privacy and coziness of a booth 
for intimate conversation or the comfort of an easy 
chair as they read a book or surf the web.

Likewise, a classroom still may have traditional 
chairs and desktops, but students also will benefit from

being able to break their routine and re-energize them
selves by moving to a couch or a large pillow to do some 
reading, sliding chairs into a circle for a small-group 
discussion, or adjusting a computer station so they can 
work while standing up.

Teachers that want to release their students from the 
confinement of the typical classroom desk have many 
options for alternative seating. Some are products spe
cifically designed for classroom use; others are items 
commonly found in homes and offices, but not as much 
in traditional school settings.

Among the choices: wobble stools and exercise balls 
that enable students to move and expend energy more 
freely than a more rigid chair; sofas, lounge chairs, soft 
cushions or pillows, yoga mats or beanbag chairs where 
students can relax and focus on individual activities; 
and standing desks or tables, which provide students a 
change of pace as they stand while they work on lessons.

Classrooms benefit not only from different types 
of seating in different parts of the learning space, but 
also from seating and other furniture that is versatile 
enough to be moved quickly and easily so that the area 
can be reconfigured to follow whatever path that day’s 
lessons take them. ■

KENNEDY, staff writer, can be reached at 
mike.kennedy@ penton.com.
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• Furnishing STEM Spaces

Furniture and equipment that provide mobility
and flexibility will help educators create more 1
effective learning environments for science
instruction.
http://asumag.com/furniture-furnishings/ 
furnishing-stem-spaces f.

\
• Creating Some Wiggle Room

To accom m odate students' comfort and varied 
learning styles, schools may provide alternative 
types of seating.
http://asumag.com/furniture-furnishings/
creating-some-wiggle-room

• School Furniture - Becoming More Flexible
To support multiple learning styles and reach a 
wider range of students, schools and universities 
need classroom furniture to be more flexible.
http://asumag.com/furniture-furnishings/school-
furniture-becoming-more-flexible

• Flex & tech
Today's classroom must have the flexibility to 
accom m odate different learning objectives.
http://asumag.com/furniture-furnishings/ftex-
tech
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