Are they sitting
comfortably?
Kelly Clark investigates whether today’s classroom furniture
is really fit for 21st century learning

F

idgety students are often
considered to be naughty,
distracted or disengaged with the
lesson at hand. But, what if some
of those young people are simply
uncomfortable, suffering with aches and
pains caused by their classroom furniture?
Research by Abertawe Bro Morgannwg
University Health Board, Swansea, found
72% of primary and 64% of secondary
children reported experiencing back pain at
school. And with studies showing children
who have had back pain are four times
more likely to experience it as an adult, the
pressure is on to find a culture change.
Paediatric physiotherapist Lorna Taylor,
of Children First Physiotherapy, launched
a study at Saint John Houghton Catholic
Voluntary Academy, in Derbyshire, to look
at how alternative seating could reduce
neck and back pain among children. Year 10
students sat in Max II chairs during a threeweek study. Of the 36 students taking part,
86% had experienced back and/or neck pain
within the last year and 89% admitted sitting
uncomfortably affected their concentration.
More than half of the students found the new
chairs to be more comfortable.
As a result, the school introduced a chair
replacement scheme to replace all old chairs
with Max II, chosen for its ergonomic and
non tip-back design. “There is growing
recognition that if students feel more
comfortableand able to concentrate, they
are more engaged and ready to learn,”
observes Lorna.

On the move

Jo Blood, managing director of ergonomic
furniture specialist Posture People and
qualified DSE assessor, feels children are
getting a raw deal with their discomfort
being overlooked. “There is a common
misconception that fidgeting is bad, but
in reality, our bodies were not designed to
sit perfectly still all day,” she points out.
“Designers and ergonomists have been made
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to think about furniture that can help us to
incorporate more movement and regularly
change our posture throughout the day, such
as standing desks, ergonomic chairs and a
range of weird and wonderful accessories that
encourage us to move a lot more throughout
the day.”
Jo believes if schools are clever, they will
be able to make the necessary changes to
classroom furniture without breaking the
bank. “Schools do have limited budget, so
it’s worth prioritising things,” she advises.
“Firstly, get your teaching staff sorted out. If
a teacher goes off sick with back pain, your
absence policy is likely to provide full pay for
quite a long period of time, plus it will cost
the school to provide a substitute teacher.
Investing in training on how to set up your
workstation and making sure furniture is fit
for purpose will pay off in the long run, being
offset against costly absences. All schools
should have a procedure in place to assess a
teacher’s workstation.
“Secondly, look at the pupils. Work on the
95% rule; it means for 95% of the people, the
current furniture will be fine, but 5% will
need a different solution, considering height,
weight and disabilities. There could also be
a real missed opportunity for children who
find it difficult to concentrate – a workstation
they could stand at or a chair they could
rock on could provide real benefits and help
them expend some energy. Mixing it up and
providing a wide range of furniture in the
classrooms could really help and the pupils
could choose what suited them and how they
like to work.”
Posture People took the Kiga chair –
designed to be used either way around as
a desk chair or support when working at a
child’s level – to Elm Grove Primary School,
Brighton, to be tested by teacher Sophie
Mills. “It has completely revolutionised my
teaching practice,” she reports. “The fact I
can adjust the height of the chair to suit my
very different working needs is fantastic. I
had a real problem bending over tables to

teach individual children, but due to the
genius of the Kiga chair’s reversible back
rest, I can lean forward to support my back.
The difference it has made is amazing. The
specific localised pain I was experiencing
has disappeared and this is largely because
I can straddle the chair and lean forward
comfortably, meaning my back is in
alignment and not being compromised.”

5 tips for better
back health
l Ensure all learners have a clear
view of the board without twisting.
If not, can they turn their chair
around or move position? Can they
move places during the term so they
do not develop muscle imbalances?
l Report eyesight concerns home
if children are excessively hunching
over their work or a screen.
l Ensure the top of a computer
screen is level with the user’s
eyes when sitting upright. Never
regularly use a laptop flat on a desk;
it should be raised up on a stand so
the top of the screen is at eye level.
A separate mouse and keyboard
should be used.
l Physical activity is essential
for back health. Exercise and
movement should be encouraged
within break time, PE and class.
It’s important to promote adequate
hydration, too.
l School bags should weigh a
maximum of 15% of a child’s body
weight as studies have shown
that spinal damage can occur with
weights over this amount.
Advice provided by paediatric
physiotherapist Lorna Taylor, of Children
First Physiotherapy
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Feet first

Orthopaedic surgeon George Ampat believes
the solution is even more simple than
that. He is a firm believer that UK schools
should follow the example set in some other
countries, ditching desks and encouraging
young people to stand; in other words, he
thinks that while ergonomic chairs may
be the best solution for office workers and
those who must sit for long periods, the right
approach for schoolchildren is in fact for
them to be on their feet.
George, who runs Feet and Spine, a unique
mix of retail space and private consulting
rooms, says: “Some countries, such as
Finland and Australia, suggest children

should sit for no more than two hours a
day. Over-sitting contributes to a variety of
health problems and instils in young people
the mistaken idea that sitting is our natural
or ‘default’ setting.
“Using standing or height adjustable desks
in classrooms creates workspaces that are
healthier for staff and pupils for a variety of
reasons. Standing for lessons, or alternating
between sitting and standing, engages
the muscles of the legs, torso, neck and
shoulders, boosting metabolism and thus
burning calories. Engaging these muscles
actually brings about physiological changes
in our bodies, one example being an increase
in enzymes in our blood that are involved in

“There is growing recognition that if students
feel more comfortable and able to concentrate,
they are more engaged and ready to learn”

the breakdown of fats. Use of standing desks
in schools could therefore be a vital tool in
the fight against rising levels of childhood
obesity. Standing in schools and educating
students about the dangers of over-sitting
also encourages a healthier attitude towards
sitting from a young age and may help prevent
problems later in life.”
But, according to George, it’s not only a
child’s physical health which could improve
with less sitting. “Specialist furniture such as
standing desks can also improve the quality
of teaching and learning,” he explains. “When
standing and engaging the muscles of the
legs and back, circulation is boosted. This
has been proven to increase productivity
and creativity as well as concentration and
memory retention. Using standing desks or
height adjustable desks in classrooms creates
positive work environments and leads to
better, more engaged learning.”
Non-ergonomic furniture restricts
the natural movement of the body and
encourages poor posture, leading to damage
and pain in the lower back, he concludes.
“By standing, our bodies naturally preserve
the curvature of the spine. This has
obvious health benefits for the classroom
environment as children and teachers who
are healthy and comfortable are more likely
to have positive attitudes towards teaching
and learning.”
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