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Brightbeam lifts up the important
stories in education that too few are
telling. With this report, our team
committed to raising an issue—
specifically, the widespread practice of
chairing students in public schools—
that is too important to receive so little
attention. 

Tens of millions of our nation’s youth
are chaired as a normal part of their
educational lives, but there is nothing
normal about the practice. Throughout
the developing world there have been
cultural practices, such as squatting,
that are superior to what we do in the
United States, but we have yet to learn
from their success.

With “Unseated: How Chairing Young
People Is a Barrier to Student
Achievement,” we hope to gain the
attention of parents, communities, and
policymakers so that our children can
finally be free. 

About



A Different Classroom Evaluation
A skilled evaluator visiting any American public school classroom might
sit at a child’s desk surveying the room, taking in all of the information
about how the teacher has arranged it for student learning, and
determine “what in this room works” and “what doesn’t?” Is the room
arrangement aligned with the school's instructional goals and activities?
Are high traffic areas free of clutter? Are the most used materials easily
accessible? Are there clear resource prompts neatly displayed on each
wall so that the room is a continuous learning environment with
information wherever the students’ eyes might wander?

A growing body of research details the surprising ways in which
classroom organization impacts student learning. Of course, school
districts have long maintained systems of evaluating a teacher’s room
arrangement that provide feedback and guidelines for how a room
should look. Yet, in many cases, one of the most deceptively simple and
ultimately important barriers to student achievement is hidden just
below the evaluator's rear end. That barrier is one of the most costly and
dangerously overlooked problems in public education: chairs in
classrooms. Or, better stated, sedentary education.
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Sedentary
Learning Is
Harming Our
Children
While researchers have
reconsidered almost every aspect
of public education, from
pedagogy to school governance,
to the architectural design of
school buildings, we have had a
long-living achievement killer
literally sitting in classrooms
since public schooling began.
Even as times changed the way
schools considered and
reconsidered school uniforms,
bell schedules, new math vs. old
math, phonics versus balanced
literacy and so on, it remained
true that multiple generations of
students have sat in the same
model of chair manufactured by
the same furniture supplier. 

The original classroom chairs
were hard, wooden and stiff.
Those were replaced in the 1990s
with the colorful “super stacker”
model 114. And, today, there is a
cottage industry of “ergonomic”
chairs that are marketed with the
promise of being part of a
therapeutic classroom. 

https://www.nytimes.com/2013/01/05/education/some-schools-buy-new-chairs-in-a-break-with-the-past.html
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This longstanding addiction to
seated children, and to the chairs
we seat them in, has gone
curiously unchallenged even as
there has never been any
research to support the
connection between chairing
students and their student
achievement. In fact, there is
plenty of evidence that chairing
young people is responsible for
negative effects such as
declining physical health and a
host of disruptions to teaching
and learning, including fidgeting,
lethargy and mental wandering.

Education “reformers” have spent
millions of dollars to rethink other
foundational issues in education
only to find years later through
emerging research that their big
bets are not directly related to
student achievement. 

This has been the case with the
well-funded focus on teacher
evaluations, test-based
accountability, school
improvement grants, school
choice programs, and many other
reforms that have recently been
shown to have marginal impacts
on student learning. Media
reports about the failure of these
marquee reforms that were once
the darlings of education
philanthropy have overlooked the
far more foundational problem
with chairs in classrooms,
perhaps because the issue will
not generate clicks and internet
traffic or generate controversy.
That is a shameful oversight,
given the number of downstream
issues that are caused by chairing
young people. 
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Where we are

TODAY

While disputes in education about
teachers, teaching and public
school governance will always
warrant research and advocacy, one
of the greatest dangers today is
also one of the lesser-known
education issues facing both
children and adults: sitting.
According to 2019 study by the
American Association of Pediatric
Cardiovascular Surgeons (AAPCS)
our 84% of our nation’s public
school children sit for longer
periods of time than recommended
for good health. The longer children
sit, the more likely they are to
experience serious health
consequences over time. In fact,
recent medical studies show that
students who sit for longer than 60
minutes at a time without getting
up and walking can shorten their
lives due to increased risk of
serious diseases such as heart
disease, diabetes, and more. 

The problems go beyond health too.
According to surveys of teachers by
the National Education Association,
68% of teachers report their
students disrupt classrooms more
often and have more mental health
needs as a result of extended
periods of sitting.

Of course, there is ample evidence
that extended sitting can harm adult
health. Numerous epidemiological
studies have found links between long
hours of inactivity and an increased
risk of diabetes, obesity, heart
disease, liver disease, metabolic
syndrome, and other conditions,
including premature death.

There are growing concerns about the
time people spend on inactive
behavior, including screen time,
entertainment, and sitting at work.
The number of large research studies
(published studies) and reviews in this
area of   research has grown rapidly. A
summary of the highest level of
evidence is needed, which provides a
broader quantitative synthesis of the
different types of interventions. 
 

It’s the Sitting, Stupid
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The effects of excessive sedentary behavior, specifically chairing of children
in classrooms, are becoming increasingly more pronounced, with emerging
research showing that 3 hours of continuous sitting leads to a 33%
decrease in vascular function in girls and 58% decrease in boys. Children in
schools that are heavily oriented toward unstructured outdoor activities that
require plenty of physical movement are 80% more likely to graduate high
school, enter and complete college with a degree, and report having healthy
family relationships as adults. By contrast, students who attend schools
with a higher than average number of chairs in their schools are more likely
to lose interest in school, drop out, turn to drugs, and become incarcerated.
Ironically, for those unfortunate enough to end up in prisons, one of the few
jobs they may get is manufacturing chairs for public schools.
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The Effects of Chairing



BRIGHTBEAM PAGE |  07

Where we are

TODAY

Additional effects to consider:

Physical activity can reduce the symptoms of depression and anxiety
Depression and anxiety are on the rise in children and adolescents, so it
is important to find ways to address them. Experts say exercise can
reduce depression and anxiety and help reduce symptoms in children.
Physical activity releases endorphins and helps children think about
what is bothering them. Exercise provides a useful coping mechanism.
As students become less anxious and depressed, they are more likely to
interact with others and adopt healthy behaviors, which further alleviates
their depression. Instead of helping with these mental problems, an all-
day chairing session can only exacerbate the problem by limiting the
necessary physical activity.

Movement creates new brain cells, essential for learning
Many studies have concluded that exercise has several benefits for the
brain, all of which are important for students who try to learn different
classes every day. When children move and not just sit, they can benefit
from increased blood flow to the brain. And according to a study by the
Department of Psychology at the University of Illinois, exercise can
change the shape and function of the brain in children. 

"Improved aerobic fitness in children is associated with greater dorsal
striatal volume and is associated with improved cognitive control," the
authors concluded. "As children become obese, unhealthy and
inappropriate, understanding the neurocognitive benefits of an active
lifestyle in adolescence has important implications for public health and
education."

Sitting kids are not focused kids
Many parents are told that their children are likely to be confused and
distracted in the classroom. Some people are diagnosed with ADHD
because of these problems, but many are tired of sitting. Experts say
that shaking is often a symptom in children who need more
opportunities to move during the day. When children feel frustrated that
they cannot get up and move, they are more likely to be confused and
lose their classroom attention, which will ultimately affect their
academic success.
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Chairing is the uncontested norm in
our country, but while the practice is a
widespread phenomenon in American
schools, much of the rest of the world
has found more humane ways to
educate the whole child (including the
child’s body). If one were to poll those
countries and ask them what cultural
practice is most related to improving
the attention span of students, they
would probably point to one activity
above all others: squats.

Squatting is a major part of our
evolutionary history. A big swath of
the planet`s populace does it on a
daily basis for relaxation, prayer,
cooking, proportioning meals, and to
exercise their bowels. On that last one,
squat-fashion bathrooms are the norm
in some cultures, and pit latrines in
many rural regions require squatting.
As they learn how to walk, babies
around the world squat—and arise
from a squat—with grace and ease. 
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What the U.S. Can Learn From Other Cultures
In nations wherein hospitals aren't
widespread, squatting is an essential
part of giving birth. And, while many
American traditionalists may look down
their noses with scorn at practices that
seem to lack modern research to
support, squatting has been studied and
proven to have health benefits. In this
case, our chairing practices are primitive
in comparison to indigenous cultures.

Here in the West, we spend a lot of time
with our heads in the Cloud, and our
eyes glued to phones. We sit in cars,
buses, and living room chairs, never
knowing that squatting could greatly
reduce our need for chiropractic
appointments, yoga classes, and
massage therapy to correct our poor
posture. Childhood is when we can
teach children to become limber and
grounded long before they form the bad
habits of sitting.
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So why hasn’t America learned its lesson about chairing students? One
uncomfortable answer is found in the racist origins of “seat time.” Early
American educators saw as their goal the assimilation of immigrant
populations into an orderly society. It is a little-known fact that there was
a period in the late 1800s where many schools were outfitted with rows
of communal wooden standing desks. When it became clear that some
ethnicities were taller than others, there was a push to chair students so
they could all be viewed as the same—thus, lowering the esteem of
some, while raising it for others. 

There was also a dominant ideology that chairing students tamed them,
especially those who were not considered to come from families with
puritan values. A popular slogan used among educational leaders was
“chair the boy, raise him up.” Once chairing became synonymous with
civilizing and Americanizing, supplying schools with chairs, a tool of
oppression, grew into Big Business. According to Education Week,
providing schools with furniture is now a $2 billion dollar industry that
requires major furniture manufacturers to compete for district contracts. 

https://www.edweek.org/leadership/school-furniture-industry-tries-to-get-its-desks-in-a-row/2004/03
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At brightbeam, we believe in the power of storytelling to spur
social change on behalf of children. This report is our way to
introduce a hidden issue that has an enormous impact on the
academic outcomes (and lives) of students. We expect “Unseated”
to be more than a report, but, instead, a movement to demand
schools stop chairing children and impairing their growth.

We do not have all the answers about how the movement should
form, but we offer three recommendations that we think must be
included in the effort to unseat children. 

Ask legislators to curb the chair lobby
Currently, school furniture manufacturers spend $115 million
annually lobbying state and local governments to increase chairing
and seat-time dependence. Most parents are unaware that there is
a national entity working behind the scenes to keep children in
chairs.

Pressure schools to unseat children
According to Dr. D. Breithecker from the Federal Institute for
Posture and Exercise Development, the school day should be
divided into 50% sitting, 30% standing, and 20% movement that
fosters “learning on the move.”

Raise public awareness
There isn’t broad support for unseating children because the
public doesn’t know that there is an issue with chairs in the
classroom. But, given all of the health problems associated with
sedentary learning, chairing must be seen as a cruel practice.
Activists who are concerned about the hidden issues that prevent
high levels of student achievement must take this issue on and
use their channels to educate the public.

Recommendations 

https://www.archdaily.com/938717/schools-of-the-future-how-furniture-influences-learning


BRIGHTBEAM PAGE |11 

Where we are

TODAY

Baker, A. (2013). Ergonomic Seats? Most Pupils Squirm in a Classroom Classic.
https://www.nytimes.com/2013/01/05/education/some-schools-buy-new-chairs-in-
a-break-with-the-past.html

Carroll, C.A. (2004). School Furniture Industry Tries To Get Its Desks in a Row.
Education Week. https://www.edweek.org/leadership/school-furniture-industry-
tries-to-get-its-desks-in-a-row/2004/03

Cheryan, S., Ziegler, S.A., Plaut, V.C., & Meltzoff, A.N. (2014). Designing Classrooms
to Maximize Student Achievement. Policy insights from the behavioral and brain
sciences, 1(1), 4-12.
https://ilabs.uw.edu/sites/default/files/14Cheryan_etal_Meltzoff_Designing%20Class
rooms.pdf 

Hosteng, K. R., Reichter, A. P., Simmering, J. E., & Carr, L. J. (2019). Uninterrupted
Classroom Sitting is Associated with Increased Discomfort and Sleepiness Among
College Students. International journal of environmental research and public
health, 16(14), 2498. https://doi.org/10.3390/ijerph16142498

Litoff, L. (2022). 7 Ways Sitting Too Long in School Affects
Kidshttps://www.learningliftoff.com/7-ways-sitting-too-long-in-school-affects-kids/

McManus, A. M., Ainslie, P. N., Green, D. J., Simair, R. G., Smith, K., & Lewis, N.
(2015). Impact of prolonged sitting on vascular function in young girls.
Experimental physiology, 100(11), 1379–1387. https://doi.org/10.1113/EP085355

Migliani, A. (2020). Schools of the Future: How Furniture Influences Learning.
https://www.archdaily.com/938717/schools-of-the-future-how-furniture-influences-
learning

 

References 

https://www.edweek.org/leadership/school-furniture-industry-tries-to-get-its-desks-in-a-row/2004/03
https://ilabs.uw.edu/sites/default/files/14Cheryan_etal_Meltzoff_Designing%20Classrooms.pdf
https://doi.org/10.3390/ijerph16142498
https://www.learningliftoff.com/7-ways-sitting-too-long-in-school-affects-kids/
https://doi.org/10.1113/EP085355
https://www.archdaily.com/938717/schools-of-the-future-how-furniture-influences-learning


BRIGHTBEAM PAGE |12 

Where we are

TODAY

Nguyen, P., Le, L. K., Nguyen, D., Gao, L., Dunstan, D. W., & Moodie, M. (2020). The
effectiveness of sedentary behaviour interventions on sitting time and screen time
in children and adults: an umbrella review of systematic reviews. The international
journal of behavioral nutrition and physical activity, 17(1), 117.
https://doi.org/10.1186/s12966-020-01009-3

Reynolds, G. (2022) The power of the Squat.
https://www.nytimes.com/2022/03/23/well/how-to-do-squats.html?
utm_source=pocket&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=pockethits&cta=1&src=p
h

Verrotti, A., Penta, L., Zenzeri, L., Agostinelli, S., & De Feo, P. (2014). Childhood
obesity: prevention and strategies of intervention. A systematic review of school-
based interventions in primary schools. Journal of endocrinological investigation,
37(12), 1155–1164. https://doi.org/10.1007/s40618-014-0153-y

 

References 
CONTINUED 

https://doi.org/10.1186/s12966-020-01009-3
https://www.nytimes.com/2022/03/23/well/how-to-do-squats.html?utm_source=pocket&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=pockethits&cta=1&src=ph
https://doi.org/10.1007/s40618-014-0153-y

