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Using theory, critically discuss the challenges posed by internal and external factors on the learning environment. 

This assignment will discuss how internal and external factors can change the behaviour of a child and have an effect in the classroom. It will look into the work of well-known theorists and link their findings to what is witnessed in classrooms today. Finally, the challenges facing schools when it comes to these factors will be discussed and it will look into how to develop in the future. 

We use the term behaviour as a way to describe how we act on a day to day basis. Behaviour is defined by Last (2007, p.20) as,
 ‘The manner in which persons or groups conduct themselves, that may be indicative of thoughts, feelings, moods, emotions, motivation, etc. An observable response to a stimulus or an action that has a specific frequency, duration and purpose, whether conscious or subconscious.’
This definition provides a good starting point to think about behaviour in the classroom. While the ultimate goal of teachers and teaching assistants may be for children to behave how they expect them to, this will not happen without first understanding why they behave in certain ways (Rogers, 2009). An interesting point in this definition is that behaviour is a response to a ‘stimulus or an action’. This links to the concept of internal and external factors on behaviour as it suggests that behaviour always has a cause. 

Factors that can affect behaviour can be sorted into two groups, internal and external. Internal factors are those which relate to the brain and ways in which the brain affects behaviour. Psychological problems can affect the way a child learns and the way that they learn to behave. Some examples of internal factors are specific learning difficulties and pervasive developmental disorders such as autism. These internal factors are often present from birth although can sometimes be a result of adjusting to a condition such as epilepsy or head trauma (Carr, 2003). Kendall (2000) states that pervasive developmental disorders have a severe impact on a child’s behavioural growth. It is therefore important to keep this in mind when thinking about how this can impact the learning environment.

Another category of factors are external ones. External factors are those that happen to the child rather than being a result of their brain function. There are many different examples of external factors, they can range from things that can be quickly overcome such as illness and friendship issues, to more complex factors such as bereavement, parenting, bullying and classroom management to name a few (Riddall-Leech, 2003). These external factors are often not exclusive of each other and can accumulate making a child’s behaviour more and more unstable. It is also important to note that some factors are not solely internal or external. An example of this is attention-deficit hyperactivity disorder (ADHD) which can be viewed as internal, as it involves a lack of developing an age appropriate attention span (Kendall, 2000). However, whilst it is mostly considered a genetic disorder, it can also be influenced by the environment and parenting for example exposure to alcohol and drugs in the womb (NHS, 2016). ADHD can also be exacerbated in noisy, poorly controlled classrooms, an example of two or more factors working together to affect a child’s behaviour (Graves Hammerness, 2009). 

Multiple theorists have attempted to explain how children learn to behave and these theories link to these factors in many ways. The next section of this essay will examine some of the more well-known theories in more detail and find the links to internal or external factors that affect behaviour. The first theory to consider is not one that is explicitly about behaviour but has very strong links. Maslow’s hierarchy of needs (sometimes referred to as Maslow’s motivational hierarchy) is a well-known model depicting human motivation. Maslow represented needs in the form of a pyramid with the most important, basic needs on the bottom and working up to needs which are not vital to live but which are necessary if one is to achieve self-actualisation. However, in order to move up the pyramid the needs on the previous level must be secure (Chandler and Munday, 2011). King (2009), explains the theory in simpler terms. He states that at the bottom of the pyramid lies the basic human needs to eat, drink and sleep. The next step is the need to feel safe and out of danger, followed by the need for belongingness and the need to be loved. The final tiers of the pyramid are the need to achieve, be recognised and respected and finally the need for self-actualisation and spirituality. 

When we think about this in terms of behaviour and a motivation to learn it is easy to see the link. Parents of children who live in poverty do not have the means to ensure the basic needs at the bottom of the pyramid are met. The most recent figures from the Welsh Government (2017) show that 30% of children in Wales are living in relative income poverty – meaning the household income is less than 60% of the UK average. Additionally, Adams (2016) states that, across England and Wales, almost 80% of teachers know pupils who come to school not having eaten any breakfast. Adams (2016) goes on to explain that children who are hungry are less likely to be able to concentrate and half of the teachers surveyed agreed that children who had not eaten were often more disruptive. A Children In Wales (2016) survey found that 97% of people thought debt was an issue in Wales. Children who come from families who have lots of debt are at an immediate disadvantage when it comes to affording books and computers and attending school trips. The debt can mount up so much that children may even be denied access to basics such as clothing, once again linking to Maslow’s hierarchy of needs. These children are more likely to become disengaged, may experience bullying and are more likely to misbehave in class. (Joseph Rowntree Foundation, 2007)

One of the most influential theorists when it comes to behaviour is Piaget. Piaget observed that the way young children think, and therefore learn, is very different to the way that adults think (McLeod, 2015). Piaget observed that children learn how to behave by interacting with their environment and that the growth of their intelligence is dependent on factors such as the physical and social environment, maturation and equilibration (Hurst, 2003). Piaget’s theory is often labelled as constructivist, meaning that the ‘knowledge is constructed in the mind of the learner’ (Bodner, 1986. P.873). Bodner (1986) goes on to note that Piaget argued that children learn by relating what they do not know or understand to their previous experiences. Piaget developed the idea that the brain develops a ‘schema’ in by learning something new. These can be thought of like building blocks, each relating to a different aspect or skill learned. (McLeod, 2015). 

Schemata are build up throughout life and rely on the learner adapting what they already know to meet new criteria. Adaptation can be divided into three separate areas, assimilation, accommodation and equilibration (UWTSD, 2017a). The assimilation process is where the brain attempts to relate something you do not know to an existing scheme, by using the shape and colour for example. The accommodation process is adapting the schemes already in place after discovering new information about the new experience. Finally, by repeating the process, equilibration creates a balance between assimilation and accommodation to develop a new scheme in the brain (Bodner, 1986). Piaget believed that children learn for themselves as a result of their interaction with their environment, and that their learning develops in stages. Children begin at the sensorimotor stage (age 0-2) where there have a motor response to their senses and develop a sense of object permanence. Second is preoperational (2-7) where the child begins to think symbolically and develop conversation. The third stage is concrete operational (7-11) in which children begin to develop an awareness of time, space and quantity. The final stage is formal operations (11+) where logic is developed and they child becomes able to think in abstract terms (David, 2014). 

When relating this theory to behaviour in classroom, it is evident that children learn for themselves, particularly through play during the foundation stage (Smith, 2010). However, as they move through the school system, notably when in the later years of secondary school, Piaget’s theory may be less evident. When we think about the factors that my influence the behaviour of children, one internal factor which may coincide with Piaget’s theory is autism. Children with autism often struggle in social situations and may need to learn things for themselves (Barnett, 2016). Additionally, children with autism may develop their own schemes to make sense of the world around them and behave accordingly although their sensorimotor functions may not develop as quickly as figurative functions (Morgan, 1986). 

Whilst Piaget’s theory is still a benchmark when talking about the development of children’s behaviour it has faced a lot of criticism. Some of the disparagements have been that the theory underestimates how quickly children learn and that it only allows for thinking through language (Lourenco and Machado, 1996). One of the most applicable criticisms of Piaget’s theory is that is does not take the factor of social interaction into consideration. Piaget sees the child as solely responsible for their behaviour development, even when they are learning from the world around them (UWTSD, 2017a).

Therefore it is important to consider other behaviour theories. One of these is Vygotsky’s theory of cognitive development. Vygotsky, unlike Piaget, placed a high emphasis on the role of social interaction and cultural influences to explain how children learn how to behave (McLeod, 2014). Vygotsky believed that children are born with the basic ability to learn and the people around them should provide them with the psychological tools that they need to learn. These psychological tools are things like numbers, pictures, models and, perhaps most importantly, language (Dolya, 2007). Vygotsky developed the idea that a child has a ‘zone of proximal development’. This is what they can do without needing help or support from another. When a new task is introduced, the person who is guiding the learning of the child will provide ‘scaffolding’ i.e. assistance to perform the task the first few times before the child’s zone of proximal development widens and they can complete it on their own (Daniels, 1996). Vygotsky noted that development pace varies across different cultures, this is something that has since been corroborated by research, suggesting that the community and culture a child develops in has an impact on their behavioural growth (Ardila, 2016). 

The ways in which Vygotsky’s theory relates to the factors that can affect behaviour are perhaps most evident when thinking about the influence of parenting. Vygotsky understood that language is an important factor in developing behaviours and the interaction between care-givers and children is very significant (McLeod, 2014). There is not one specific way of parenting that works for every child. All children are unique, even in the same family, and a way of parenting that is effective for one child may not work for another (Miller, 2010). It is also important to note that effective parenting is not reliant on money. Of course, as was mentioned earlier, children who are disadvantaged in this way face problems but this does not mean parents who have little money cannot implement Vygotsky’s theory (UWTSD, 2017b). Modern parents are put under a lot of stress and government cutbacks have meant that many parents are working much longer hours. Maughan (2015) reported that a quarter of parents surveyed admitted to spending as little as 34 minutes a day talking to their children. This is having a really negative impact on behaviour in the classroom. Children who are not spending quality time with their parents or other positive influences are attending schools without possessing the basic skills and accepted behaviours they need to progress. Loveys (2011) noted that around 20% of school-aged children in the UK have below standard levels of speech. Additionally, 48% of five year olds do not have the skills to hold a pencil properly. 

These examples are perhaps more relevant to younger children but the influence of parenting is noticeable in the classrooms of secondary schools. Experience of working in School A, a mainstream secondary school in Mid-Wales, has shown that children who do not spend time with their parents on a regular basis are often more prone to misbehaviour. As Loveys (2011) says a large factor in diminishing children’s ability to learn is the advances in technology in recent years. A lot of families spend time watching television rather than talking. The introduction of smartphones and tablets also has a detrimental effect on behaviour. Hogenboom (2018) found that 11-15 year olds spend, on average, six to eight hours a day looking at a screen. It was also noted that using screen-based technology 30 minutes before bed was directly associated with poor sleep. This can link to Vygotsky in more than one way. On one hand, if children are not spending this crucial quality time with their parents and others, they cannot build the scaffolding that they need to learn. Conversely, children can use technology to learn more about the world around them and cultures other than their own, therefore expanding their zone of proximal development with the help of influences other than their immediate circle (Roschelle et al, 2001).

The theories of Piaget and Vygotsky should perhaps not be considered independent of each other. It could be said that children learn some things as Piaget theorised and others as Vygotsky did. Both Piaget and Vygotsky believed that children use the influences around them to help develop their understanding of the world. Whilst the theories may differ it is important that teachers and school staff have an understanding of these theories, as well as that of Maslow, to minimise the effects that the internal and external factors can have on behaviour in the classroom. (Pritchard, 2005). 

In conclusion the way that children behave in the classroom can be a result of a number of factors, working together to produce a certain characteristic. These factors have links to theorists and go some way to show how behaviour is affected by different influences. As we move forward, Vygotsky’s theory may become more relevant especially with changes to the curriculum in the near future, where a more skills-based way of learning will become the norm (Donaldson, 2015). Perhaps the way to move forward is to develop more understanding of both the factors that can effect behaviour and the theories behind them, as well as funding more effective behaviour interventions that get to the route of the problem rather than resorting to punishment every time. This could develop a more positive classroom environment in which all children are able to learn and reach their full potential.
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