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and well structured. Deeper probing revealed that these assumptions 
extended to the expectations of the students and their behaviors—
that they would also be orderly, that their work and personal spaces 
would be organized, and that disorder would be frowned upon. While 
some of the students expressed appreciation for this kind of order, the 
majority expressed that being a student in such a class would come 
with a lot of expectations and pressure. In short, straight lines was—
good or bad—communicating what was expected in those rooms.

Figure 4.1 Classrooms with different furniture placement.

Symmetrical furniture placement—placement of desks into a 
horseshoe or circle, or placement of tables such that all tables are 
parallel to each other—as it turned out, also conveyed an expectation 
of order. Because symmetry is often a byproduct of straightness, 
this result was slower to emerge. The same was true of fronting—
the placement of chairs so that all students face toward the front 
of the room. Fronting the room, like straightness and symmetry, 
communicates that order and compliance are expected in a room. 
It also communicates that students will be doing a lot of watching 
and listening. If all three of the furniture placement characteristics—
straightness, symmetry, and fronting—are present (see Figure 4.2), 
then students perceive a room to be very orderly and expect that all 
activity will be centered on the teacher.

Applying my contrarian experimental methodology, these results 
told me that we needed to try creating spaces where the arrangement 
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