DOCUMENT RESUNE

ED 348 039 IR 015 776

AUTHOR Weinstein, carol §.

TITLE Designing the Instructional Environment: Focus on
Seating.

PUB DATE Feb 92

NOTE Tp.; In: Proceedings of Selected Research and

Development Presentations at the Convention of the
Association for Educational Communications and
Technology and Sponsored by the Research and Theory
Division; see IR 015 706.

PUB TYPE Information Analyses (070) -- Viewpoints
(Opinion/Position Papers, Essays, etc.) (120) -~
Speeches,'Conference Papers (150)

EDRS PRICE MFO1/PC0Ol1 Plus Postage.

DESCRIPTORS Classroom Research; =*Educational Facilities Design;
Educational Research; Elementary Secondary Education;
sInstructional Design; Instructional Improvement;
Learnir.y Activities; *Space Utilization; Teacher
Role

IDENTIFIERS *Learning Environments

ABSTRACT

This review of the literature of the effects of the
physical setting on instructional goals Posits that the physical
setting in which instruction occurs will affect learners® behavior,
whether or not it is intended to. These effects occur in two
ways—--directly, by the behavior the setting allows, and indirectly or
symbolically, by the messages the setting communicates about what
behaviors are permitted, how important learning is, and what the
roles of the learner and the teacher should be. Teachers, trainers,
and instructional designers should consider the direct and indirect
effects of various spatial arrangements angd determine which
formations will maximize the effectiveness of the designed
anstruction. Environmentally competent teachers ang designers
consider what learners will be doing, i.e., whether they will be
reading or writing independently or engaged in cooperative learning
activities, watching a videotape, or Collaborating in pairs at a
microcomputer. Then they design a Physical arrangement that supports
these activities, naking environmental design an integral part of
their instructional design. (19 references) {BBM)

t*t*tttt*kt*tttttk*t**ktttktkttktkt*tt*s&*k’tttt*tk*ktttt*kt*tkt*tt**tt

* Peproductions supplied by EDRS are the best that can be made *

* from the original gocument. . *
st:nxa:ntgr*nsxtt*t::ttnxattx:ssttn*ssa***nwnnnts*ttaxaxt:asgs:t*antntt



U.8. DEPARTMENT OF EDUCATION
Ofice of Educanonat Resoarch ang improvement

EDUCATIONAL RESOURCES INFORMATH
CENTER (ERIC) oN
T This gdocumaent has

been reproduced as
feCowvan from the

PETROA Of orgamization

ohgnanng it

T Minor changes have been made 10 improve
reproduct:on quahty

M_M

® Ponts of view of ORINONG $18%ed 11 1l dOC L
ment do not necesssniy represent official
QERI position or pohey

Title:

Designing the Instructional Environment:
Focus on Seating

ED348039

Author:
Carol S, Weinstein

“PERMISSION TO REPRODUCE THIS
MATERIAL HAS BEEN GRANTED BY

Michael Simonson

2015770

)

—

" E TO THE EDUCATIONAL RESOURCES
Ic Ehsr P INFORMATION CENTER (ERIC).
' .



©

ERIC

Aruitoxt provided by Eic:

Tage grmppmblan-solvmgammthecmwter;axﬁshedimf
mmtor Ystndentsetme mmﬁgwwws&mtmsmﬂm ¢
et ¢ mysicalsettmgwasmtdesignedforthis

Ity collabimatim; in fact, it was intendeq to
,irﬂepemen. ,taskactivity.'menarm«carrelsprevented

/]



students working on the computer needed to be quiet in order to
Prevent others fram becaming distracted; and the aisle in fromt of
theompxterareawasnarrwandmtsuitablefutgrmpactivitiw
around a monitor.

When this kind of mismatch occurs, it underscores the need for
those who design and carry out instruction—teachers, curriculum
developers, instructional designers, trainers—to attend to the
physical setting in which instruction will occur and to think
seriously about the way design features can support or hinder
instructional goals (Weinstein, 1981). Too often, discussions of
physical focus solely on lighting, acoustics, the size amd
shape of the roam, and the location of electrical autlets--the fiwed
features—and ignore envirammental variables that can be manipulated
byusers,liheﬁmﬁtmemngmam,clarityofpaﬁmysﬂmghme
space, amenities, and provisions for privacy.

As my student teacher’s stary suggests, one physical variable
that needs to be examined is seating arrangement and i+s impact on
interaction among students. We must ask ourselves, "Given this
physical setting, how mxch interaction is likely to oocur?" "How much
intemctimdolwishtofoster?“'ﬂmtmm&interactimdclwant
to foster: conversation, group problem solving, tutoring?" "How do
I want the interaction to flow?" The answers to these questions
slxmldinﬂmmeuaywedesignthemam,inpartimlar,the
seating arrangement we choose. We know that different
arrangements—horseshoes, rows, clusters of desks, tables--can affect
interaction and task attention (Weinstein, 1984). let’s consider
mieflyMWBtishmamltmofﬂmemseaﬁm
arrangements

A mmber of studies have compared students’ behavior when they’re
seated in the traditional row-and-column arrangement with their
behavior when they’re seated in clusters or around tables. For
example, a 1983 stidy (Bemnett and Blundell, 1983) placed 10~ and
1l-year—old students in a smll group seating arrangement, then in
rows, then once again in groups. The results indicated that the
gquantilty of work completed increased when students were in rows,
although the quality of work remained the same. The teachers also
reported that there was a noticeable improvement in classroom
behaviar when the students were in rows.

These findings are consistent with earlier work (Wheldall,
Morris, Vaughan, & Ng, 1981; Axelrod, Hall, & Tams, 1979), which
fomﬁthatelementaxysuﬂaltsseatedinmwseamibitedgreater

arnd then tell them that they may not interact. uhenever I see this

situation, I am reminded of Phil Jackson’s (1968) very astute

comments about life in elementary classroams:
....suﬁaxtsmxsttxytobdnveasifﬂxeywereinsolimde,wtm
in point of fact they are not....in the early grades it is not
uncamaon to find students facing each other around a table while
at the same time being required not to commmicate with each
other. These young people, if they are to become successful
students, must learn how to be alone in a crowd. (p. 16)
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On the other hand, when the instructional goal requires stidents
to interact—for example, in cooperative learning situations and
large group discussions—tables, clustars, squares, and circles are
definitely preferable to rows. Peter Rosenfield, Nadine Lambert, and
Allen Black (1985) compared fifth- and sixth-graders’ discussion
behavior in three arrangements—rows, clusters, and circles. They
found circles were better for discussion than clusters, and clusters
were better than rows, which produced more withdrawal and off-task
behaviar. One interesting cbeervation was that the cluster
arrangement encouraged students to raise their hands when they had a
coment, whereas students seated in circles more often made
spontanecus "out-of-order® comments.

It’s not difficult to see why arrangements like circles and
clusters would be superior to rows for discussion. Having
individuals sit face-to-face prumotes social interaction by providing
oppartunities for eye contact and nonm—verbal commmication (e.g.,
gestures and facial expressions). Row formations, an the other hand,
minimize social contact and thus help to focus individuals on the
tasks at hand.

In addition to examining differences in interaction amang seating
arrangements, researchers have also loocked at pattemns of interaction
within arrangements. For example, when individuals are seated in a
circle, they are most likely to make a comment immediately after an
ﬁﬂivicmalseateddirectlymﬂxecimle,amﬂ)eyramlyspeak
to persans beside them (Steinzar, 1950). Similarly, when students
are seated in a square, there is more participation from people
djrectlycppositemeimmtlmfxmﬁnseatﬂnsides,ard
students sitting adjacent to the instructar generally remain silent
(Scrmer, 1967). Again, greater opportunity for eye contact and
non-verbal commnication appear to be responsible for this pattern of
interaction.

A camparable phenanenon occurs in row-and-column .
The classic study in this area was done by ndams and Biddle in 1970.
These investigators found that students who sat in the front and
center of the room interacted most frequently with the teacher
(assmingtheteadxermsinﬂxefrmtandcmteroftheman). The
effects were so dramatic that Adams and Biddle called this area the
"action zone.® Apparently, the action zone phenamenon is not just a
matter of the more interested, more eager students choosing seats in
the front. Although the research is not ocapletely consistent, there
is evidence that even when seats are randamly assiqgned, those in the
front tend to participate more. Furthermare, research (Schwebel &
Cherlin, 1972) has indicated that when elamentary students are moved
up to the front, they became more attentive. Whether it is increased
eye contact with the teacher or the feeling that one is under closer
surveillance, a seat in the front-center of the classroam does
to facilitate participation (see Montello, 1988, far an excellent
review of these studies).

In addition to influencing the flow of commmication, seating
position may affect an individual’s perceived leadexship ability.
Howells and Becker (1962), for example, seated five-person qroups at
arectangulartable,withtmpeoplemcmesideandthmepeoplem
the other. Since the two individuals on one side could influence
three individuals, and those on the three-seat side could influence



only two, the investigators hypothesized that members of the two
person side would emerge more frequently as leaders. The data
confirmed this prediction—14 pecple emerged as leaders from the
two-seat side, compared with six from the three-seat side.

What does all this mean for instructional design? The first
lesson is that the physical se tio s i
ot simply a peu importance.
Indeed, the physical setting will affect learners’ behaviar, whether
we intend it to ar not in the instructional design. These effects
ocar in two ways—directly, by the behaviors the setting allows, and
ndirectly or symbolically, by the messages the setting commmnicates
abaut what behaviors permitted, how important leaming is, and
what the rolas of the learner and teacher should be (Proshansky &
Wolfe, 1974). Ilet me give an example. We know that if individuals
are seated facing each other in clusters, they are able to carry on a
discussion more easily than if they are seated apart fram one another
in rows. Thus, discussion is directly affected by the arrangement of
the setting. In addition, the arrangement may indirectly affect
behavior by conveying the message that the teacher values discussion
and collaboration, that stidents are smpposed to talk. If this is
indeed the message that the teacher wishes to commmicate, all is
well and good. If the message is actually contrary to the teacher’s
wishes, we have a situation where the design of the space contradicts
the teacher’s instructional goals. In other words, we have a
mismatch between enviromment and intention.

pat JEon & = SWPNy . )

systematically analyze effects ard design a setting to support
aur goals, we can easily became "victims" of the enviromment, for it
will affect behavior in ways that we did not intend. This process of
envirommental analysis is samewhat different for those who are
preparing instructional materials and those who are providing live
instruction. As Tessmer and Harris (1992) have observed, designers
are not present to arrange seating when materials are used, so they
must anticipate the enviromment in which the activity will take place
and provide same quidance on seating arrangements in instructor or
student manuals.

Fred Steele (1973) has coined the term "envirormental competence
to refer to an awareness of the physical enviromment and its impact
and the ability to use or change that enviromment to suit one’s
needs. Envirommentally campetent teachers and designers do not
assume that programs, materials, and activities will be equally
effective in any instructional enviromment. ‘They do not leave the
design of instructional settings to custodians-~who far too often are
responsible for the way our instructional settings are arranged.
Instead, they ask: What will the learners be doing? Will they be
reading or writing independently, will they be engaged in cooperative
learning activities, will they be watching a videotape, will they be
collaborating in pairs at a microcomputer? And then they design a
physical arrangement that supports these activities, m=king
envirommental design an integral part of their instructional design.
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