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Using Theory, critically discuss the challenges posed by internal and external factors on the learning environment.
There are many factors that influence behaviour of children and young people. Pervasive disorders such as Autism, Tourette’s and Asperger’s are internal disorders that affect brain functioning. External factors are concerned with the surrounding environment of the child, and so can encompass things such as poverty, drug and alcohol abuse and divorce to name a few. Cognitive development is concerned with the development of attention, learning, memory, reasoning, language and concepts (Rose, Feldman, and Jankowski, 2009). Previously it was thought that babies can only develop their cognitive abilities once born. However, more recent studies have suggested that foetuses in the womb are capable of displaying elements of this cognitive development. As such, the ability of the foetus to recognise and understand the voice of its mother and music can play an important role in their development prior to birth. When the baby is born, brain development is concentrated on the growth and increase of connections between neurons in the brain and consequently, the brain of infants double in the first year alone (Goswami, 2007). The environment of the child during this time is of vital importance as it influences the neural pathways which form the foundation of cognitive behaviour (Hare and Casey, 2005). Therefore, we can suggest that if the environment the mother is in during pregnancy and the environment for the baby following its birth is poor and does not promote this type of brain function, these internal and external factors can negatively affect a child’s development. 
Piaget’s theory of logical development is widely regarded as one of the most comprehensive understandings of cognitive development. For Piaget, development is considered different to learning. Development is said to be a spontaneous process that involves the active participation of the child and cannot be provoked the way learning is (Piaget, 1964). For a child with autism, which is caused by internal factors, is considered a pervasive disorder, involving severe psychological issues, and can greatly effect cognitive behaviour (Kendall, 2000). Features of autism can include a significant impairment to the social interaction and communication abilities of the child, and also cause them to display repetitive or restricted behaviour patterns (Filipeck et al. 2000). This can clearly pose a challenge to the learning environment.
Piaget’s theory is based on observations of children and recognised that children’s own curiosity would drive their learning, and suggests that an environment which promotes this curiosity and challenge, and allowed children to control their own learning was most effective (Mooney, 2000). As such, a child’s knowledge is said to be produced from the objects and people in the child’s surrounding environment that they interact with, and consequently attributing meaning to them. His theory indicates that through the cognitive development of children, they must go through stages that cannot be taught to the child, but rather that the child experiences for themselves, and suggests that each stage is sequential and requires the completion of one stage before moving on to the next one. To use this in an example, if we were to consider Piaget’s first two stages of cognitive development, sensory-motor is the first, and so begins at birth until approximately the age of two. This looks at how infants explore the world through direct sensory and motor contact with their surroundings. Therefore, a child that has access to a stimulating environment, where they are given the opportunity of trial and error in order to learn for themselves, their cognitive development can be successful and allow them to move on to stage two. However, children who do not have the opportunity to access positive environments, in which to explore through all of their senses, may not successfully develop the skills they need as quickly as those in rich and nurturing environments that is required in order to move on to the next stage of pre-operational, and as such can be behind their peers which can have additional consequences. The second stage, pre-operational as Piaget classifies it, highlights the importance of language and the ability to think in cognitive development. Although this is largely illogical and unsystematic thinking and language use, the imagination and intuition of the child is considered strong, and they have the ability to understand and use reasoning, which can be crucial in managing and promoting behaviour. Children who have yet to progress to this stage, or are at the lower spectrum of it, can pose a challenge to learning through their lack of understanding of language and their inability to comprehend reasoning. This can hinder the child’s ability to understand good behaviour as it is challenging for them to comprehend right from wrong for example.
Vygotsky however challenges elements of Piaget’s theory. Although both agree to an extent that children are active learners and therefore actively construct their own knowledge, Vygotsky’s theory stresses that development of thinking is highly dependent on language and culture, and sees the role of a ‘more knowledgeable other’ as crucial to the cognitive development of the child (McLeod, 2007). Vygotsky suggests that this ‘more knowledgeable other’ can be any one with more knowledge on a particular topic or activity, whether that is a peer, a teacher, another adult or a parent. Language and social interaction is considered to be the most important cultural tool for cognitive development. By looking to others as role models, and by collaborating in conversations, story-telling and collaborative pretend play, children are exposed to social processes and therefore develop the ability to think and reason. External factors such as a poor environment surrounding the child, can encompass a range of social difficulties such as physical and verbal abuse. This could cause a challenge to the learning environment and the behaviour of a child, as Vygotsky tells us that children essentially learn through copying. If we use this as a worked example, we can see how it is easy for children to imitate the behaviour and social interactions that have been displayed at home, in the learning environment with teachers and other children. This could be displayed as aggression and frustration when the child does not get to do what they want or if another child will not share a toy for example. This can pose an addition challenge in the promotion of positive behaviour as the child may find reasoning very hard to comprehend and so difficult for teachers to intervene.
When examining Vygotsky’s theory, social interaction between the child and the social world is considered crucial for cognitive development. We can therefore consider how this has changed for children in more recent decades through the drastic increase of women in the work place. Increasingly, more women are active in the workplace and after a period of maternity leave, many return to work. However, this can mean that for children whose parents are in work, they may miss out on some of the crucial development and attachment that takes place within the first two years after birth. In more extreme cases, where there are other concerns such as alcoholism or post-partum depression, the child can develop the external factor of attachment disorder that sees them at a disadvantage to learn. This can pose a challenge to the learning environment for this child, as the neurological connections have not been adequately developed through experiences at an early age that allow for cognitive behaviour and development (Golding et al., 2012).
Maslow presents a differing theory to explain and understand behaviour. For Maslow, the reasons behind individual’s behaviour stems from inherent motives of becoming self-aware and realising one’s potential (Bentham, 2002). His formulation of a hierarchy of human needs is crucial to understanding his theory. Displayed in a triangle, the more basic needs are first, and represent the foundation needs that must be met before other needs can be achieved over time and space (Maslow, 1954). We can use Maslow’s theory of hierarchy of needs to demonstrate how poverty, as an external factor, can pose a challenge to the learning environment. 
Family poverty is an external factor influencing the behaviour and cognitive development of children. In the UK, relative poverty is considered to impact people whose ‘resources are so seriously below those commanded by the average individual or family that they are in effect excluded from ordinary living patterns, customs and activities’ (Townsend, 1979, p.31). Yoshikawa et al. (2012), suggest that poverty can have very serious implications for children’s language and cognitive development as well as their physical health. As such, Brooks-Dunn and Duncan (1997) argue that children from poor households suffer more frequently than others from emotional and behavioural problems, that can range from things such as aggression or anxiety and social withdrawal. Bradshaw and Main (2016), discuss the link between poverty and poor educational outcomes for children, and associate this link to difficulties in cognitive developments that occur in infancy. Using Vygotsky’s theory, we can also see how children from poor households may have their cognitive learning and behaviour impacted further if they are unable to access after-school activities and practice social interaction.
If we were to examine the physiological needs of humans, which primarily accounts for food, water, warmth and rest, we can clearly see how those who live in poverty may be deficient in some of these needs, which can greatly hinder a child’s performance and behaviour (Slack and Yoo, 2005). Food hardship for example, can have detrimental effects on a child’s behaviour, and can see malnutrition, types of diet, eating habits and possibly food additives, impact the attention, conduct disorder, and mood of children (Stevenson, 2006). Consequently, cognitive and behaviour development may happen at a slower rate and so act as a challenge to the learning environment. Government initiatives such as the provision of free school meals for those who are eligible, and breakfast and after school clubs were largely set up to ensure that all students have a nutritious meal at least once a day. This is especially important for those who live in poverty, as it acts as an intervention to provide them with the food they need. In turn, this can help with their cognitive development and behaviour, as it in part overcomes some of the issues that can lead to challenges in the learning environment. In Wales, 76,000 children are eligible for free school meals (StatsWales, 2018), highlighting the extent of the issue of child poverty. 
Safety needs are also considered by Maslow as a basic need, and represents the second tier in his hierarchy of needs. Children who live in unstable homes, or places where they do not feel safe, often bring their problems to school with them and will likely have difficulty focusing on learning when they do not feel secure. This can also apply to feeling safe in school and can have a similar impact on their education if bullying for example is taking place. Burleson and Thoron (2014), state that students view safety through an orderly and predictable word. If a routine is not in place, or is threatened, this can cause children to feel anxious and unsafe, and consequently misbehave and underperform. This can be in part overcome in the learning environment through the implementation of rules and a routine. 
The third tier encompasses belonging and love needs such as intimate relationships and friends. If these needs are met, it can have multiple and significant positive effects on emotional patterns and on cognitive development. The reverse then is also significant. If attachment and feelings of belonging are lacking, this can have a variety of impacts to the learning environment and the behaviour of the child (Burleson and Thoron, 2014). Children from poor families may not fully meet this need. Parents may work long hours in order to try and make ends meet, which consequently sees the child left alone, or in poor childcare, which therefore makes it difficult for the child to have positive feelings of attachment and belonging.
Self-esteem is the next need in Maslow’s hierarchy which must be satisfied. This includes feelings of achievement, respect of others, a need to be a unique individual and confidence. Children may feel weak, helpless and inferior is these needs are not met through recognition, appreciation and importance (Burleson and Thoron, 2014). Children from poor families may have parents who have a low self-esteem, and so may find it difficult to praise and promote confidence in their children.
The final level relates to self-actualisation, which is concerned with achieving one’s full potential, or the desire for self-fulfilment. Children who come from poorer families may have the notion that they are only capable of being poor as they are now, contributing to a cycle where they perhaps do not try hard in school. The role of the teacher can be highly influential in this situation, by helping students realise their full-potential is more than what they think. This way, poor learners can be helped from becoming poor adults.
Using the theories of Piaget, Vygotsky, and Maslow, we have explored some of the various challenged posed by both internal and external factors on the learning environment. These theories, although at times greatly differ, are of vital importance when examining cognitive development and behaviour. There is no one right way to understand this, so instead, we can look at it holistically, incorporating all theories together in order to understand this. All acknowledge and discuss the importance of interaction as a way of furthering cognitive development and abilities, as well as the behaviour of children. The role of teachers is vital for combating the challenges that internal and external factors can present to the learning environment. However, we should not overlook the role of government in this. The ability of teachers and support staff in schools to aid the development of these affected children is reduced through lack of funding. The progress of children through their education, could be greatly improved with additional resources and staff to allow children to have the best possible journey through the education system.
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