Rearrange the Desks: Reposition the Students' Seats to Help Retain their Attention Page 1 of 2

Edutopia.org

“The Geotge Lucas Education Foundsation

Rearrange the Desks: Reposition the Students' Seats to Help Retain
their Attention

by Evantheia Schibsted

Long gone are the days when desks were literally bolted to the classroom floor. (Did anyone really want to steal
those uncomfortable contraptions?) Yet in some of today's schools, they might just as well still be permanent
fixtures, lined up in a grid with regimental rigidity. Students continue to sit in the back of classrooms, unable to
hear or see well, disengaged and eventually discouraged, while their teachers long for inexpensive ways to improve
the classroom's effectiveness.

Enter Franklin Hill, a well-regarded facility planner and futurist who advises educators on how to do just that.
"School classrooms should have no bad seat," says Hill, a former middle school and high school teacher. "Poorly
designed learning environments distort the information presented to our students by hindering their ability to see
and hear and participate. This hampers their ability to learn." -

For nearly two decades, his Bellevue, Washington-based educational-design firm, Franklin Hill & Associates [2],
has worked on major projects throughout North America, including the Disney Celebration School. But Hill is
keenly aware that most public educators don't have the luxury to design a school from the ground up -- or even
renovate existing structures. -

Despite limited resources and occasional administrative resistance, however, Hill believes public school teachers
can enhance learning in their classrooms simply by applying what he calls "no-cost or low-cost" solutions that
include making sure no student is more than 15 feet from the instructional source, whether that's a teacher, an
overhead projector, or a video screen. He also advises being aware of light sources to prevent glare on computer
screens or chalkboards. He cautions against seating arrangements that either create awkward viewing angles for
students or prevent them from hearing information clearly. However self-evident such tips may seem, if they're
overlooked, as Hill claims they frequently are, students easily can be stymied.

 Robert J. Wankmuller, science chairperson for the Hauppauge School District, on New York's Long Island, knows
~ this firsthand. When he taught chemistry in another school district, Wankmuller had two classrooms with different
seating arrangements. One had tables and lab stations in the middle of the classroom, where students faced each
other the entire period; the other combined rows of desks in the front of the room with a lab-activity and
cooperative-learning area in the back.

"[ saw a big difference in student behavior," says Wankmuller, explaining that kids in the classroom with two
distinct areas behaved better and performed better on exams. "It wasn't because they were any brighter. It was the
seating."

Wankmuller says seating arrangements should reflect the type of activity going on. "Students need to know that
different things are expected of them based upon where they are sitting. They should have a different mind-set [for
each area]."

So, he explains, in the lab and cooperative area, they should be talking together and figuring things out. When
‘they're arrayed in more traditional rows of front-facing desks or chairs, they should raise their hands when they
want to ask or answer questions.

"Students need to see some direct connection between what they hear in lecture and what they do as a hands-on
activity," Wankmuller says. The transition from one classroom layout to another can be used to segue between one
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approach to learning and another. "When they regroup, they need to talk about what they discovered [in the other
setup] and link that to the next topic. It's not easy to do, but the variety helps them focus."

Evantheia Schibsted is a contributing writer to Edutopia.
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Eisinger, Laurel

From: Director [director@dakar-academy.org]

Sent:  Wednesday, April 14, 2010 5:04 PM

To: Eisinger, Laurel (
Subject: Re: Possible enrollment in your school

Dear Laurel,

We are quite proud of our special education department. However, we are certainly not able to provide for many
disabilities. | am going to answer your questions in the body of the e-mail.

Warmly,

Dr. Ann Marklund
Director

Dakar Academy
Dakar, Senegal

----- Original Message -----

From: DA office

To: 'Director’

Sent: Wednesday, April 14, 2010 2:35 PM
Subject: FW: Possible enroliment in your school

On to you Ann

----- Original Message-----

From: Eisinger, Laurel [mailto:Laurel.Eisinger@eu.dodea.edu]
Sent: Wednesday, April 14, 2010 2:27 PM :
To: office@dakar-academy.org

Subject: Possible enroliment in your school

Importance: High

| work for the Department of Defense Education Activity and am making inquiries regarding internationals
schools located abroad. Would you please provide me with the following information:

Do you accept students with moderate special needs? It depends on what the area of need is. We have two
students with fetal alchol syndrome right now. We have graduated a Down's Syndrome girl. However, we found
that we could not handle a student who was moderately involved with autism spectrum disorder. Behavioral
components are some of the most important pieces.

Is there an entrance exam?No, but we do want extensive previous records.

Do you have resources to support special needs students? We have a resource room with one teacher who
provides services for 7 students. We have another 4 or 5§ with whom we consult with teachers.

Do you have any teachers qualified to support special needs students?We have a fully certified special
education teacher with a bachelor's degree. ’

If you accept special needs students do you provide support in the classroom setting or do you pull the students
out to work in small groups outside the classroom setting? The teacher works through the resource room, She
provides a guided study hall for students with mild ADD or LD certain periods of the day that reacts specifically
to material passed to the teacher by the general classroom teachers. Previously we occasionally had teachers
who provided support in the classrooms, but rarely.

Is there a speech therapist available in your school? NO
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If not, is there a speech therapist in the community that is willing to work with students in your school? For a two
or three year period a few years ago, there was an embassy employee wife who was a speech therapist. Since
then there has been no one at all to do any speech work whatsoever with any students.

Are there any occupational therapists available to work with students attending your school? No, and never has
been.

Thank you so much for your time. 1 look forward to hearing from you.

Lure! Licinper

Curriculum and Instruction
Education Division
DoDEA-Europe

Living at risk is jumping off the cliff and building your wings on the way down
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