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Abstract


The effect of classroom seating row preference on academic motivation, participation, and performance of college students was investigated. Participants in seven history and psychology courses completed a sixteen item counter balanced survey scored on a 5-point Likert scale. To determine the classroom seating row location of participants, the back corner of each survey was marked with a small pen mark according to one of four possible classroom seating row positions: front; front-middle; back-middle; and back. The data were collected and analyzed using a one-way ANOVA. The results failed to support previous studies which suggested that college academic motivation, participation, and performance varied as a function of classroom seating row preference. 

Introduction


Previous studies have investigated whether there is a possible correlation between the classroom seating preference of college students and their subsequent success in the course. Stires (1980) suggests that:

“There are at least two possible explanations for these results. The environmental hypothesis states that seating position has a determinative effect on grades and liking for the teacher. There are several reasons why this might be the case. Students seated near the front of the room can probably see and hear better. Because participation is more convenient for them, they are more likely to become involved in any classroom interaction that takes place. They fall more readily under the surveillance of the instructor and are obliged to pay attention out of courtesy to him or her, while students in the back of the room are freer to daydream or with one another.” (p. 242)


He contrasted this hypothesis with the self-selection hypothesis, which states that “…students who select the front and center seats are brighter and more interested in the course in the first place.” (p. 242).


This second hypothesis was supported Levine, D. W., O’Neal, E. C., Garwood, S. G., & McDonald, P. J. (1980); they observed that students who sat in the front did in fact score much higher on a given exam compared to those who sat in the back. However; they made the unexpected discovery that the students in the front seats did not interact with the instructor any more then did the rest of the class.


In contrast, Wulf (1977) found that students who selected seats in areas deemed action zones (i.e., front and center) did interact more with the instructor compared to those 

seated in the back. On the other hand, when seating was assigned and not selected by choice, she observed very little difference in the way students responded. Suggesting it is the student, rather then the seating position which determines interaction with the instructor.


One possible reason why some students might prefer to sit in the same seat throughout the semester was termed by Guyot el al. (1980) as “situational territoriality…the temporariness of the occupied territory, thus distinguishing it from “fixed,” i.e., more permanent human territories” (p. 120).


It has also been suggested that personality traits of students may be another reason why they are predisposed to select the seats that they do; for instance Rebeta, Brooks, O’Brien, and Hunter (1993) states:

“On the basis of the present data and the studies cited earlier, we would describe the typical college student who chooses to sit in front of the classroom as one who is motivated toward high achievement standards, has a high level of self-esteem, and is not generally prone to anxiety (p. 265).”


Similarly, Smith & Wesson (1992) concluded, “We interpret all these data to mean that personality differences among students dispose them to choose to sit in different areas. The more motivated, confident, and scholastically oriented student will generally choose the front” (p. 24).


In a study by Pedersen, Polson, and Hintze (1987), they found a gender difference between students that selected seats in the front and the back. They discovered that female students were less likely then men to choose to sit in the back.


The current study was undertaken to show that classroom seating row preference does effect academic motivation, participation, and performance of college students. Because previous studies have suggested a connection between classroom seating row preference on academic motivation, participation, and performance, I too predict that my findings will suggest a strong correlation between the classroom seating row preference of college students and their consequent success in their classes.

METHODS
Participants
A total of 78 males and females from a Southern California community college volunteered to participate. They were not paid for their participation and were treated in accordance with the “Ethical Principles of Psychologists and Code of Conduct” (American Psychological Association, 2002).

Materials
A 16 item counter balanced survey using a 5-point Likert scale (see Appendix). Survey statements were operationally defined as either “academic motivation” or “participation.” To identify the classroom seating row location of participants, the back corner of each survey was marked with a small blue pen mark according to one of four possible classroom seating row designations: front (the extreme first two rows), front-middle (the succeeding two rows from the front), back-middle (the preceding two rows from the back) and back (the extreme last two rows).   


In addition, a sealed medium sized box with a slit on top was made available for the participants to return their completed surveys anonymously.

Procedure

I approached instructors in the behavioral and social sciences division with classrooms that had the desired seating row layout and expressed my interest in giving a survey to their classes. For those that agreed to participate, I conducted my study across two days (Wednesday or Thursday) during the beginning of each class. Once the instructions were given, I proceeded to pass out the surveys according to the four seating row designations. The participants were then allowed a few min to complete and return the survey.

Results


The Ms and SDs were calculated for each group (see Table 1). A one-way ANOVA with an alpha of .05 was used to assess the results. None of the groups differed significantly, F (4, 74) = 1.89, p < .05.  This data was particularly surprising to me due to the fact the previous research proved that seating preference for the front of the class causes students to do best compared to everyone else.

Table One: Means and Standard Deviations



Academic Motivation

Participation

GPA

Position

M(SD)


M(SD)


M(SD)

F


24(1.2)


32(3.9)


3.02(2.1)


FM


18(3.1)


27(4.1)


2.75(3.5)


BM


27(2.7)


36 (2.7)

2.36(2.0)


B


19(2.3)


32(3.3)


2.15(1.6)


Note: F = Front; FM = Front Middle; BM = Back Middle;  B = Back.

Discussion


I failed to reject the null across the present response variables under review and show that classroom seating preference of college students was associated to their academic motivation, participation, and GPA performance in their given classes. Contrary to what I predicted, there does not appear to be any significant difference amongst the participants seated in the front, front-middle, back-middle, and back row designations. This leads me to speculate that all the participants were similar to one another in terms of their academic motivation, participation, and GPA performance. 


A possible explanation is that I introduced bias into my study by including both introductory and specialized classes. In hindsight, I should have limited my study to introductory courses as they would have a wider pool of students with the greatest evidence of a floor or ceiling effect.


Further bias may have been introduced into my study since one of the instructors that took part in my study required her students to fill up all the empty seats towards the front of the class.  At the time, I did not deem this to be much of a problem since it appeared that most participants had selected the seats they desired.


It was a mistake to have surveyed classes so late into the semester and not limiting my study to introductory classes. I am interested to discover if a similar result would occur if I survey classes earlier into the semester and limit it to introductory classes using the same room. With these aforementioned changes, I believe when I replicate this study again at a later time, I might be able to suggest a correlation between classroom seating preference and academic motivation, participation, and GPA performance.   
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