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Abstract

Context: The study explores the impact of flexible seating and creatively zoned classroom environments
on children with sensory needs, particularly those with social, emotional, and mental health challenges. It
takes place within a resource base in a mainstream primary school setting, focusing on enhancing
comfort and engagement to promote positive behaviour for learning.

Aims: The research aimed to investigate how alternative seating arrangements and sensory-friendly
classroom design could support children’s access to learning. It sought to understand pupil and teacher
preferences and evaluate the impact of environmental changes on behaviour and engagement, refining
the research question through iterative cycles.

Methods: Two cycles of action research were undertaken. Data collection included pupil drawings,
discussions, teacher questionnaires, and classroom observations. Following initial feedback, the resource
base was redesigned to include zoned areas, varied seating, sensory lighting, and calming spaces.
Behaviour tracking and teacher reflections were used to assess impact. Ethical consent was obtained to
publish anonymised data.

Findings: Children and teachers preferred classrooms with soft seating, sensory lighting, and flexible
zones for work, play and relaxation. Traditional rows of desks were consistently viewed negatively. After
implementing environmental changes, pupils showed improved emotional regulation, reduced behaviour
incidents, and increased engagement. Teachers noted that flexible seating allowed pupils to move freely
and choose where to work, contributing to a calmer atmosphere and better learning behaviours.

Implications: The study indicates that understanding children's perceptions of their learning
environments can inform classroom design to better support sensory needs. Teachers may learn about
the importance of creating balanced, engaging spaces that prioritise comfort, choice, and opportunities
for imaginative play while minimising factors that contribute to discomfort or disengagement. This
research underscores the necessity for ongoing dialogue about classroom environments and the ways
they are experienced by children.
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flexible seating; sensory needs; positive regulation
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Action Research for Inclusion and Special Educational Needs and Disability
(ISEND): Case Study

Flexible Seating for Sensory Needs
Flexible seating and zoned classroom environments support children’s sensory needs and
engagement by providing comfort, choice and opportunities for movement, which in turn promote
regulation and positive behaviour for learning, particularly for those with social, emotional and
mental health needs (Resource-base within a mainstream primary school).
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BACKGROUND INFORMATION

Type of setting Mainstream Primary School
Age range of pupils 5-11

Roles of the Research Specialist Teacher

Team

ACTION RESEARCH CYCLES
See Appendix 1 for the Action Research Cycles

Ethical consent has been sought to publish this data anonymously.

SUMMARY
Research focus Flexible seating, classroom environment, sensory needs, resource
base.
Research question How can alternative seating in the classroom environment meet the

sensory needs of children, allowing them to access their learning
more effectively?

Overview/Key information | Flexible Seating for Sensory Needs in a Mainstream Primary School
This action research project explored how flexible seating and
classroom zoning can support the sensory needs of children,
particularly those with social, emotional and mental health (SEMH)
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needs, in a resource-base located within a mainstream primary

school (ages 5-11).

Methods

- Pupil and staff voice activities (drawings, discussions,
questionnaires) identified preferences for classroom
environments.

- Observations and behaviour tracking were used to monitor the
impact of environmental changes.

Key Findings

Action Research Cycle 1

- Both children and teachers preferred classrooms with a variety
of seating (sofas, bean bags, floor areas) and zoned spaces for
work, relaxation and play.

- Children valued comfort, choice, and sensory features (soft
lighting, sensory toys).

- Traditional rows of tables and chairs were unpopular.

Action Research Cycle 2

- Flexible seating and sensory-friendly environments led to
calmer, more focused behaviour and improved engagement,
especially for children with SEMH needs.

- Behaviour incidents decreased over time as children adjusted to
the new environment and became more regulated.

Conclusion

Flexible, sensory-friendly classrooms are more appealing and
effective for both children and teachers. They support engagement,
emotional regulation and learning, particularly for those with
additional needs.

Next Steps

The school plans to further develop sensory-friendly classrooms
and, from September 2025, will combine flexible seating with the
‘Mantle of the Expert’ approach to promote autonomy and
engagement across all classes.

Evidence-informed
practice

Flexible seating and zoned classroom environments support
children’s sensory needs and engagement by providing comfort,
choice and opportunities for movement, which in turn promote
regulation and positive behaviour for learning, particularly for those
with social, emotional and mental health needs.
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RESEARCH TIMELINE

October ‘ November ‘ December | January ‘ February \ March
Action Action Research Cycle Step6: Do 1
Research 1 Steps 7-8: Review 1 Share and disseminate
Cycle 1 Step 2: Study the research
Steps 3-5: Plan 1 Action Research Cycle 2 (anonymised) with
Step 1: Step 9: Study 2 other interested
Establish Steps 10-12: Plan 2 parties.
the Step 13: Do 2
research Step 14-15: Review 2
focus

RESEARCH FOCUS: Step 1

ACTION RESEARCH CYCLE 1

Initial research interest,
aim/question (Step 1)

To investigate how flexible seating could be used to meet the
sensory needs of children to support their learning.

Question: How does flexible seating support children’s engagement
in their learning?

KEY LITERATURE SHAPING THE RESEARCH (STUDY 1): Step 2

Reference

Anderson, P. J., & Hartley, M. L. (2018). Flexible seating: Let’s get
the wiggles out. Tennessee Educational Leadership, 46(1).
https://www.apsu.edu/education/tel issues/TEL46-1.pdf

Key point(s) of note

Children rarely have the ability to sit still for an extended period of
time. Many children pay better attention and achieve higher grades
when they are allowed to be in comfortable settings. Using a range
of seating can create a different and efficient environment for
learning.

When students are allowed to move to alternative seats, learning
progress can increase. According to Merritt (2014), using alternative
seating can help students with and without a label of Special
Educational Needs and Disabilities (SEND) to focus better and
increase their learning productivity.

When students are comfortable, they generally demonstrate more
engagement, which leads to positive academic behaviour,
collaboration and greater achievement.

Without desks, students must shuffle materials, and constant
moving of materials can contribute to a sense of disorganisation.
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PLAN 1: Step 3

As part of the process of planning Action Research Cycle 1 and having completed the ‘study’ phase,
the research question can evolve and become further refined.

Revised research question | How can alternative seating in the classroom environment meet the
sensory needs of children, allowing them to access their learning
more effectively?

Reference Swofford, P. E. (2021). The Use of Flexible Seating in the Elementary
Classroom. ProQuest Dissertations & Theses.
https://www.proquest.com/openview/055affefb7fa200da6ddb00c5
fa4d5aa/1.pdf?cbl=18750&diss=y&pg-origsite=gscholar

Key point(s) of note Flexible seating was overall deemed to be a benefit to all students.
The preferred type of flexible seating was yoga balls or therapy
balls. Most research suggested that a flexible seating environment
supported academic gains and confirmed that flexible seating
classrooms support sensory needs. For example, Kariippanon et al.
(2019) reported that flexible seating environments have benefits to
students and teachers by encouraging engagement and decreasing
problematic behaviours.

PLAN 1 and DO 1: Steps 4 and 6
Methods of data collection
- Best/worst classroom drawing and descriptions from children
- Teacher questionnaire about their ideal classroom

Description of research sample, timing and location
Children completed a best and worst classroom drawing activity, drawing and labelling their best
and worst classrooms that they could think of.

They completed this in their classes, and they drew their “wish-list” classroom that they would
want if their classroom could be anything without any budget restrictions.

They drew their worst classroom based on what they felt would be the worst. The children were
given half an hour to complete the drawing activity, 15 minutes for each classroom drawing.
See

Appendix 2 — Sample of Best and Worst Classroom Drawings

| also spoke with four children with a primary identification of social, emotional and mental
health (SEMH) needs from the resource-base. They were asked in a 20-minute discussion what
they would like to have in their ideal classroom to support them in accessing their learning.

Teachers were given a three-week window to complete a Microsoft Forms questionnaire, in which
they shared their ideas and preferences for an ideal classroom setup.

Questionnaire
1. For seating in my classroom, | would like:
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N

I would like children to have the choice of where they complete their work within the
classroom.

To support sensory needs in my classroom, | would like:

| know what a sensory circuit is

My classroom set-up supports all learners

How would you describe the lighting in your classroom

| use flexible seating in my daily practice

If you could choose different coloured lighting, what colour would you choose?

If you could design your own classroom, what would it look like?

Lo NOUL AW

See
Appendix 3 — Teachers' Questionnaire Responses

PLAN 2: Step 5
Ethical consent was sought from each participant to publish this data anonymously.

REVIEW 1: Step 7-8

Data Analysis: process

Having collected the data from the children and teacher questionnaires, | analysed the
information gathered.

The objective of the data analysis was to gain an understanding of the most common features of a
classroom and flexible seating that the children and adults would like in their classroom.

Summary of Findings

Research Question

How can alternative seating in the classroom environment meet the sensory needs of children,
allowing them to access their learning more effectively?

Children’s Drawing Activity
See
Appendix 2 — Sample of Best and Worst Classroom Drawings

Summary of findings

The most common seating that children would like to see in their classrooms was:

- Sofas, teddy bears, bean bags, pillows, padded spaces.

- Most children requested a zoned classroom with designated spaces for work and play.

- Children also felt that different lighting was preferable, and they requested blue, purple and
sensory lights.

The seating the children put in the worst classroom drawing:
- Hard tables and chairs with the teacher standing at the front.

Discussion with Children

- Children asked for a zoned classroom.

- Children’s favourite aspects of their ideal classroom included comfy areas, blankets and
teddies.

- Children liked the opportunity to move between zones in the classroom, and their ideal
classroom included a wobble board, which would allow them to move whilst engaging with
classroom activities.
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Teacher Questionnaire
See
Appendix 3 — Teachers' Questionnaire Responses

Summary of findings

The most common seating teachers would like in their classroom to support their students’

sensory needs were:

- Chairs, floor seating area, bean bags, sofas, tent, stand-up desk, soft space.

- Teachers felt that they would like the choice to give the children options about where to
complete their learning.

- All teachers felt like the lighting in their classrooms was too bright. Teachers suggested that a
range of light choices was preferable, with green and orange being the most common.

- All teachers requested a zoned classroom, including: zones for calm down, work, space to
move away from other children, a reading area and a calming, neutral overall tone.

Analysis and next steps leading into Action Research Cycle 2

Overall, the questionnaires showed that both teachers and students would like classrooms with a
range of zones allowing them time to complete work, relax and play within the same room. Both
teachers and children requested different lighting options, opting for softer general colours in the
classrooms, and wanting the freedom to be able to move through the zones.

Neither children nor adults requested typical hard tables and chairs in rows as their ideal
classroom. This suggests that the current set-up of 30 children in a classroom in their chairs most
of the time is not the ideal classroom set-up for productivity and learning.

Next Step(s): Action Research Cycle 2
Following feedback from the teachers and children, create a flexible seating environment and
reconsider the sensory nature of the environment.

ACTION RESEARCH CYCLE 2

KEY LITERATURE SHAPING THE RESEARCH (STUDY 2): Step 9

Reference French, M. (2019). The Effects of Traditional Seating versus Flexible
Seating on Academic Performance in a Selected Kindergarten
Classroom.
https://mcstor.library.milligan.edu/server/api/core/bitstreams/0a9
c207c-7ccc-4b8c-b2ea-ed00ef56d513/content

Key point(s) of note Bagatell (2010) suggests that flexible seating can make a significant
difference for students with disabilities and as a classroom
management tool, but research findings seem to suggest that
academic results do not significantly differ between more
traditional seating methods and flexible seating methods.

PLAN 2: Step 10

Revised research question | How can alternative seating in a resource-base-classroom meet the
sensory needs of children, allowing them to access their learning
more effectively?
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PLAN 2 and DO 2: Steps 11 and 13
Methods of data collection
- Teacher observation

Description of research sample, timing and location
Having implemented the environmental changes to the resource base, over the spring term, |
monitored the effect these had on the children.

PLAN 2: Step 12
Ethical consent was sought from each participant to publish this data anonymously.

REVIEW 2: Steps 14-15

Data Analysis: process

Observation Notes

Reflected on the teacher observation notes gathered over the Spring term.

Summary of Findings

Having reflected on the environmental space that was needed, the following changes were made

to the resource base:

- Zoned areas

- Anarea for work which consisted of a table and a couple of chairs with fidget bands on

- Areading corner with a padded cushion

- Cushions and large teddy bears

- Asensory lights area consisting of a bubble tube, a projector of blue and green lights and
string lights

- Asofa and bean bag relaxed area

- Aplay area with toys and a Lego table

| also changed the lighting in the classroom to a softer white and hung multicoloured lights
around the windows and throughout the room so that the lighting was more sensory and less
white.

Cost of equipment
No specific budget was allocated for the transformation of the resource-base environment.

Two trays were bought (at minimal cost) and the rest of the equipment and furnishings were
sourced through a combination of repurposing items already available within the school and
securing donations from the local community.

Repurposing
We repurposed a sofa from another part of the school.

Donations?
A Facebook request for specific resources for the school resource-base-classroom resulted in a
wide range of contributions, including sensory toys, wobble boards, fish lights, dark tents, etc.

1 A Portable Appliance Testing (PAT) was completed for any electrical equipment, and safety considerations,
such as flammability of materials, were checked.
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Observation Notes

- Flexible seating arrangements allowed pupils to choose where to sit and move freely between
areas, reducing the sense of restriction and contributing to a calmer, more focused
atmosphere.

- Children’s learning behaviours began to alter as the environment became less formal. With
no designated places, pupils could select their preferred seating and were not expected to
remain in one spot. For example, a pupil might begin working at a table and later move to a
sofa or choose to lie on the floor.

- Behaviour tracking using tally charts revealed a consistent pattern: following school holidays,
behaviour incidents temporarily increased but gradually declined, indicating that the
environment supported re-regulation over time.

- Overtime, the accessible environment attracted more children from the school. Children new
to the resource base often displayed high levels of emotional dysregulation on arrival, with
behaviours that appeared chaotic, frantic, and at times challenging. There was a marked
contrast between children who had spent time in the resource base and those who were
more recent, particularly evident in a pupil who joined after Easter and initially exhibited
stress-related behaviours and heightened energy.

- Within approximately six weeks, children typically showed a reduction in negative behaviours,
with some pupils demonstrating no incidents by the end of the half term.

Analysis and next steps leading to conclusions

By listening to the children and creating an environment that meets their sensory needs, the
children are more able to engage in the learning. This, in turn, appears to support their
attainment and progress.

CONCLUSION

Research aim/question

How can alternative seating in the classroom environment meet the sensory needs of children,
allowing them to access their learning more effectively?

Conclusion(s)
In conclusion, the traditional classroom layout (rows of tables and chairs) is not appealing to
teachers or children.

Both teachers and children suggested a classroom that has space to be zoned, allowing for a more
flexible approach to teaching and learning, which makes time for rest and space for children to
share and exhibit their emotions.

The flexible seating approach for children whose primary need is social, emotional and mental
health (SEMH) appears to better allow them to meet their sensory needs compared to a
mainstream classroom.

This, therefore, allows them to engage in the learning and make progress, which seems to have
had a positive improvement in their concentration and attainment.

Next Steps

My next steps are to develop the classrooms in my school to become sensory-friendly classrooms,
which encourage children to meet their individualised sensory needs and therefore be better able
to engage and progress in their learning.

September 2025 Update

Page 10 of 29



Following the successful implementation of the flexible seating model within the resource-base,
and the school’s decision to adopt the Mantle of the Expert 2 approach from September 2025, all
classes will incorporate flexible seating.

The two strategies are considered complementary, supporting learner autonomy and
engagement.

2 Mantle of the Expert. (2025). Mantle of the Expert: About. https://www.mantleoftheexpert.com/

Mantle of the Expert is a teaching approach developed by Dorothy Heathcote that places pupils in the role of
experts within a fictional scenario. Through drama and enquiry-based learning, pupils engage in meaningful
tasks, make decisions, and solve problems as if they were professionals in a chosen field. This method
promotes collaboration, responsibility, and deep engagement across the curriculum.
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Appendix 1 — Action Research Cycles

Establish the
research focus

Step 1: Identify the ISEND area for development which requires
research.

Study 1 Step 2: Review the research literature.
First Plan
Step 3: Start the process of refining the research.
Action Plan 1 Step 4: Decide what kind of direction you are going to take (direct or
Research enquiry).
Cycle 1 Step 5: Consider research ethics (engage with the ethics checklist).
Do 1 Step 6: Implement the first plan (either direct action or enquiry as
- action).
Step 7: Review and Reflect.
Review 1 Step 8: Analyse the meaning of the data gathered.
Study 2 Step 9: Review further literature if required.
Second Plan
Step 10: Based on the ‘reflect’ phase, refine the research (this may
involve revising or developing the research questions) and plan the
next actions.
Plan 2 Step 11: Decide what kind of action you are going to take (direct or
enquiry).
Action anny
Research Step 12: Seek any further ethical permissions if needed (engage with
Cycle 2 ethics checklist).
Do 2 Step 13: Implement the second plan — (either direct action or
B enquiry as action).
Step 14: Review and reflect.
Review 2

Step 15: Analyse the meaning of the data gathered.
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Appendix 2 — Sample of Best and Worst Classroom Drawings

Common Features in 'Best Classroom' Drawings
Children consistently depict their ideal classrooms as spaces that are:

- Fun and Playful: activities which are fun and reference movement (slides, bouncy
castles, trampolines), and engaging games.

- Comfort-Oriented: Many drawings include beds, bean bags, sofas, blankets, and soft lighting,
indicating a preference for comfort and emotional safety.

- Sensory and Stimulating: Features like LED lights, ‘magic doors’, sensory areas, and colourful
decorations reflect a desire for engaging, multi-sensory environments.

- Inclusive and Personalised: Some children mention pets, and free choice.

- Social and Supportive: There are references to friends, teachers, and shared activities, often
framed positively, showing the importance of relationships.

- Creative and Imaginative: Elements like galaxies, magic, dreams, and fantasy characters appear,
indicating that imagination plays a key role in how children conceptualise enjoyable learning.

Common Features in 'Worst Classroom' Drawings
In contrast, the 'worst classroom' drawings often include:

- Strictness and Control: Words like ‘so strict’, ‘rules’, ‘prison’, and ‘no fun’ suggest discomfort
with overly rigid or authoritarian environments.

- Boredom and Repetition: Repetitive tasks, ‘endless equations’, and phrases like ‘never
ends’ or ‘boring’ reflect a sense of disengagement.

- Fear and Discomfort: Imagery such as spiders, dark rooms, and being shut in.
- Lack of Comfort or Stimulation: Many drawings show plain rooms with just tables and chairs.

- Negative Social Experiences: Some children mention no friends, indicating that relationships
play a role in how they perceive negative environments.

Overall Themes
- Children value choice, comfort, creativity, and fun in their learning environments.

- They are sensitive to strictness, monotony, and emotional discomfort, which they associate
with negative classroom experiences.

- Many drawings reflect a desire for balance between learning and play, and for spaces that
feel safe, welcoming, and engaging.
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Appendix 3 — Teachers' Questionnaire Responses

For seating in my classroom, | would like:

Seating Preferences

Seating Type

Count

Chairs

Bean bags

Floor seating area

Sofas

Stand up desks

NN O O

I would like children to have the choice where they complete their work within the classroom: All
teachers responded ‘sometimes’

1. To support sensory needs in my classroom, | would like:

Sensory Supports

Support Type

Count

Tent

Sensory feeling wall

Weight blanket

Fidget toys

Bubble tube

Rocking toys

Beanbag/soft space

Sensory lights

Drawing options

AR INRPR(R(RRUOIS~|DS

Lego

3

2. | know what a sensory circuit is: All teachers responded ‘yes’.

3. My classroom set-up supports all learners

Most of the time

Sometimes

4. How would you describe the lighting in your classroom?

Lighting Descriptions

Description Count

Too bright 6

5. luse flexible seating in my daily practice.

Flexible Seating Usage

Response Count
Rarely 3
Always 2
Sometimes 1
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6. If you could choose different coloured lighting what colour would you choose?

Lighting Colour Preferences

Colour Count
Green
Orange
Blue

Red

Purple
White

NRFRIRPIFRLPININ

7. If you could design your own classroom, what would it look like?

Teacher 1: |1 would like a bigger space to accommodate areas for EYFS as it sometimes feels a bit
cramped to fititall in :-)

Teacher 2
- Bigger...
- More opportunity to lounge and relax more.

Teacher 3

- Easily double the size of our current classrooms so that we could have a suitable floor space, a
regulation area for children and the space for children to move around the classroom.

- Preferably, in the regulation area, soft seating i.e. a sofa. Well-resourced area for reading,
including a piece of equipment for audiobooks for those who can't read.

- Aspace in the room to act as a 'lab' with pegs for scientific goggles and lab coats.

- Atentor hidden area with lights, allowing children to step out of the environment when they
need to.

- Well-painted walls. A room with positive influences for children on the walls, i.e. posters, work,
etc.

- Carpet and hard floor area. LOTs of storage. Lots of windows to allow natural light.

- Silent shutting doors to stop slamming. Variety of working areas, standing desks, tables with
trays underneath, etc. Different types of chairs, one that rocks, soft ones, and normal style.

Teacher 4

- Space to have allocated learning areas to support different children's needs. Currently, my book
corner is also my time to cool down and regulate, as there is no other space available.

- lwould have more appropriate tables, as mine are all circular. Therefore, these do not give all
children space for their learning; it can be more distracting, and a lot of children have to sit with
their backs to the screen/ teacher.

- l'would have less artificial lighting in the room and have more natural/ soft lighting.

- lwould have some more soft furniture in the classroom as our classrooms are very echoey. A lot
of the children struggle with noises, but due to the classroom being echoey, there isn't space for
soft furniture —i.e., nothing is absorbing sounds.

Teacher 5: Different zoned areas with calm, neutral colours and lots of plants and natural light.

Teacher 6: Since | work with different year groups currently, it would depend on the age and needs
of the children
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