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ECIE6003- Classroom management 
Critically discuss whether current Classroom Management strategies are inclusive for all learners. 


Classroom management is often seen as key to teaching, with popular strategies focused on creating structure and discipline. However, effective classroom management involves understanding the needs and challenges of every pupil in the room in order to maximise learning and minimise disruption (Adams, 2024). Traditional classroom management approaches overlook particular students, especially those who hide their struggles, like high-masking girls, or those with a history of trauma such as children affected by Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACEs) (Toshalis, 2024). Although best practices for classroom management aims to create a calm and functional learning environment, the rigid focus on control and compliance can contradict inclusive practice, by unintentionally excluding students who need a more flexible and supportive approach (Reinke, Hermon and Copeland, 2022). Welsh educational policy strongly advocates for inclusivity and well-being in classrooms, but there remains a gap between these ideals and the reality of classroom management, which often doesn’t meet the needs of all learners (Knight and Crick, 2022). This critique examines whether classroom management is inclusive for all learners, linking to theoretical frameworks and Welsh Government policy. 
Classroom management is not solely managing a classes behaviour. Behaviour management is one aspect, but good classroom management focusses on creating an environment where every student feels safe, valued, and capable of engaging with learning, regardless of their background or Additional Learning Need (ALN) (Welsh Government, 2012). B.F. Skinner’s operant conditioning theory (1938) emphasises behaviour modification through reinforcement, which is the foundation for many of the reward and consequence-based classroom management models used across Wales (Welsh Government 2012). Classroom management is often seen as when quiet compliance or outward engagement is rewarded as “good behaviour.” However, this approach can be misleading. For students who mask their needs, such as high-functioning girls with additional learning needs (ALN), this quiet compliance can be a form of silent struggle, with anxieties and challenges hidden from view. Focusing on behaviour alone can lead to some pupils learning needs being missed, meaning while they are ‘good’ in terms of the classroom management strategy being used, they are not able to access the learning adequately (Payne, 2015).  
Behavioural issues add further difficulty to the success of classroom management. Misbehaviour is generally seen as a pupil challenging authority or attention-seeking, however for students with ACEs, behavioural challenges are often trauma responses rather than defiance, some pupils who have experienced deep childhood traumas, will thrive in chaos and find calm situations unfamiliar and uncomfortable (Miller, 2024). Students who have experienced ACE’s may benefit more from the collaborative and socially supportive frameworks offered by Lev Vygotsky’s social constructivist approach, which suggests that learning through social interaction is essential to a supportive classroom (McLeod, 2024). Vygotsky’s theory aligns well with Welsh policies that stress the importance of mental health support, but many classroom management strategies rely on Skinner’s behavioural principles that demand immediate consequences without accounting for trauma-informed practice (Science Animated, 2020). For students who come from unpredictable and chaotic environments, rigid structures may feel restrictive, highlighting the need for relationship focused and adaptable classroom management strategies that are better aligned with Vygotsky’s theory and best trauma informed practices (NIHR,2021). Classrooms often reflect the difficulties of wider societal challenges, with students experiencing pressures from social media, family instability, and economic uncertainty, as well as the lasting aftereffects of the COVID-19 pandemic, which saw many pupils miss a large portion of their education, with absences still higher than pre-covid (Shearing, 2022). These factors can manifest as disengagement, aggression, or withdrawal in the classroom. For example, students dealing with ACEs may exhibit behaviours rooted in hypervigilance or trust issues, challenging teachers to distinguish between defiance and genuine emotional distress. Recognising such behaviour as a communication of unmet needs allows for compassionate intervention, such as creating a “safe space” within the classroom or implementing restorative practices over punishment (Wharne, 2020). However, effectively addressing these behaviours demands not only time but also specific training, often lacking in schools due to limited resources. Welsh education policies support trauma-informed practices, yet without consistent funding and training for staff, addressing the complexities of pupil behaviour is a significant challenge (ACE hub Wales, 2022). 
In Welsh education, managing student behaviour has become increasingly challenging, impacting teachers' wellbeing and job satisfaction. A significant majority of teachers feel unsupported in handling behaviour issues. For example, a NASUWT survey found that over 60% of Welsh educators do not feel their schools offer adequate support for managing pupil behaviour, with many reporting that misbehaviour is considered "part of the job." This lack of institutional backing has led to rising dissatisfaction, as teachers feel they are blamed when behavioural issues arise rather than receiving needed resources and support (NASUWT Cymru, 2023). Behaviour in schools has escalated to where physical and verbal abuse are not uncommon; teachers report incidents such as having objects thrown at them or being subjected to intimidation. Many teachers believe that these worsening conditions, coupled with minimal institutional changes, are contributing to a broader crisis in Welsh education. Approximately 76% of teachers reported feeling under-resourced in handling pupils’ behavioural needs, with 83% noting an increase in the number of students whose behaviour is particularly challenging to manage. This situation has prompted some schools to engage in industrial action, with unions like NASUWT pressing for better support and policies on a national level to address these concerns (Wrexham, 2023). Teacher morale is also declining due to these behavioural challenges, as well as other factors like increased workloads. According to recent union findings, a notable portion of Welsh teachers are considering leaving the profession due to the combined stressors of handling disruptive behaviour, a lack of administrative support, and personal safety concerns. Many educators advocate for systemic reforms to reduce behavioural issues, improve classroom management policies, and ultimately create a safer, more supportive environment in Welsh schools (Austin, 2023).  Due to a decline in teachers wanting to stay in the job, and lack of classroom management support in schools, there has been a significant  increase in the number of teachers off on sick leave due to ‘work related stress’. One study found that 14,000 teachers call in sick daily (Wood, 2024). Unison, one of the largest representatives for teaching assistants, also found that around half of all teaching assistants in secondary schools, have been timetabled to teach classes for between 2 and 11 hours per week, due to long term staff sickness, lack of supply teachers, and lack of teaching staff in general, with little to no support from senior management (Parry, 2024).There has also been a noticeable rise in referrals to Pupil Referral Units (PRUs) from mainstream schools, largely driven by behavioural challenges and ineffective classroom management strategies. As mainstream classrooms struggle to meet the diverse needs of all students, particularly those requiring more targeted support, students with additional learning or behavioural needs often find themselves excluded. Without robust inclusive practices or tailored interventions, some schools default to referring these students to PRUs, where they can receive specialised attention. This trend highlights the need for stronger classroom management skills and inclusive training within mainstream settings to better support students at risk of exclusion (Duffy, 2024).
Understanding why pupils misbehave can help educators understand why their classroom management strategies are not successful in reducing behaviour and increasing learning. Misbehaviour can be caused by various circumstances, including disengagement, frustration, unmet social or emotional needs, or difficulty expressing challenges (Banks, 2020). For some, misbehaviour is a reaction to feeling misunderstood or overwhelmed, especially in the case of students who mask. Here, Vygotsky’s emphasis on learning through relationships and social collaboration becomes relevant, as students who are struggling often need support and understanding rather than harsh discipline (Leif et al, 2020). High-masking students might sit silently, appearing to cope while struggling internally. This silence can lead to a lack of intervention from teachers who view visible behaviour as the primary sign of an unmet need (Hughes, 2024). For trauma-affected students, acting out is often a sign of underlying instability, and traditional behaviour-focused strategies can escalate their stress rather than ease it (Brunzell, Stokes and Waters, 2019). Classroom management strategies that are rooted in understanding, communication, and respect can create environments where every student feels secure enough to express themselves.
Building an inclusive classroom also involves tackling barriers to learning and using fair differentiation. Differentiation aims to meet students at their own levels by adjusting lessons for varied abilities and is only effective if it caters for all pupils ALN particularly those who do not display apparent signs of difficulty (Winterbottom, 2019). Skinner’s model, focused on modifying behaviour through standardised reinforcements, doesn’t always support inclusivity as it doesn’t account for cognitive and emotional triggers for poor behaviour (Educational Wave, 2024). Instead, Vygotsky’s emphasis on scaffolding, and social relationships to help students reach their potential, aligns more closely with the goals of differentiated learning. for example, high-masking students, may not receive the differentiated support they need, as they appear to be coping well, when in reality, they may be struggling to keep up. Similarly, trauma-affected students may resist differentiation if it feels too structured, preferring a more adaptable approach that can adapt to their needs. Routines essential for structure, can sometimes feel restrictive for students who need flexibility or find routine overwhelming. Students with a history of ACEs, for example, may feel constricted by rigid routines, while students who mask might silently struggle to meet these expectations. If educators focus on relationship building and social learning experiences, rather than behaviour focussed classroom management then they will gain personal insight into each pupil’s specific needs, making differentiation easier and more adaptive (Eaton, 2022). 
Relationships between teachers and students play an essential role in classroom management, creating a learning environment where students feel safe and supported. For students who mask or those affected by trauma, relationships are often key to feeling recognised and valued (Cacciatore, 2021). Welsh educational policies reflect this, encouraging teachers to prioritise a nurturing approach, with one of the four purposes of the new curriculum being focussed on wellbeing (Welsh Government, 2020a). However, when classroom management is structured around Skinner’s behaviourist theory, with its focus on extrinsic motivators, relationship building is often a lower priority. Relying on rewards and punishments often overlooks the relational aspect of learning that Vygotsky highlights as crucial (Psychology Hub, 2017). Teachers can often be overwhelmed by the demands of behaviour management, leaving limited time for building meaningful connections. Without strong relationships, classroom management strategies feel detached and may further isolate students who need the most support (Guitierrez and Buckley, 2019). 
Self-esteem is another factor in students’ behaviour and engagement. Students with high self-esteem tend to be more motivated and resilient when facing challenges, whereas those with low self-esteem may struggle to meet classroom expectations (Zhao et al, 2021). Masking students, particularly high-masking girls, may struggle with self-esteem, feeling inadequate in comparison to their peers and masking these feelings to fit in. Without recognition and support, their self-worth may deteriorate over time (Pagan, 2024). Similarly, students with a history of ACEs often have a fragile sense of self-worth due to past instability, poor attachment to caregivers or neglect, causing unpredictable and disruptive behaviours (Oxford University, 2021). Welsh educational frameworks promote schools having a wellbeing-based approach that highlights every student’s potential and aims to raise educational standards for all, regardless of background (Welsh Government, 2020b). Yet Skinner’s behaviourist approach, focusing on controlling behaviour rather than building confidence, can fail to support the development of self-esteem. Instead, approaches that value social learning and relationship-building, as advocated by Vygotsky, provide a stronger foundation for enhancing students’ self-worth aligned with Welsh policy (Nardo, 2021). 
Traditional classroom management tools typically use extrinsic motivators such as rewards and punishments, to manage behaviour (Rice, 2021). For students with hidden needs, intrinsic motivation is more impactful. High-masking girls or trauma-affected students respond better to environments that acknowledge their unique experiences and allow them to engage with material in ways that feel relevant and supportive (American Psychological Association, 2023). Vygotsky’s approach supports this by emphasising autonomy and self-directed learning, which there has been a move towards since COVID-19 with more use of technologies such as Microsoft Teams and Moodle, giving pupils more autonomy over their learning (World Economic Forum, 2021). However, extrinsically motivated systems, continue to dominate classroom management practices, and has been critiqued by Kohn (1994) who said that extrinsic motivators fail to reach students with more complex motivational needs and extrinsic based classroom management is cause for ‘educational decline’. Welsh educational guidelines emphasise the need for adaptability, but traditional Classroom management, often grounded in Skinner’s rigid behaviourist theory, leans toward strict compliance rather than flexibility. In contrast, Vygotsky’s focus on social adaptability and responsive support could allow classrooms to better meet these varied needs (Welsh Government, 2016). 
A key component of positive and inclusive classroom management is utilising various skills and resources, including Information and Communication Technology (ICT), to create an environment that supports all learning needs. The integration of ICT offers opportunities for differentiated instruction and personalised learning, allowing teachers to tailor resources to diverse needs and more opportunity for formative assessments, whilst also ensuring that pupils with ALN don’t feel self-conscious of their differences from peers. For instance, interactive software can support students who require additional visual aids, while apps like ClassCharts or ClassDojo offer students alternative ways to communicate and reflect on their learning, supporting those who may mask their struggles in traditional settings (Kyriazi, 2021). In order to be inclusive in classroom management, the use of ICT must be carefully managed to avoid overstimulation, particularly for students with sensory sensitivities. While Welsh policies advocate for digital learning to enhance equity, successful ICT integration in classroom management must balance technology use with sensitivity to individual pupil needs, considering factors like screen time limitations and the provision of non-digital learning alternatives (Sachan and Malik, 2022).
Psychological theories continue to shape the foundations of classroom management, each with its strengths and limitations regarding inclusivity. Skinner’s behaviourism, still widely used, operates on the assumption that rewards and punishments can shape desired behaviours. However, the emphasis on external motivators fails to address students who mask or internalise struggles, reinforcing outward behaviour without addressing underlying emotional needs (Staddon, 2016). In contrast, Albert Bandura’s Social Learning Theory introduces the idea that students learn behaviours by observing others, suggesting that positive role models and collaborative activities could promote desired behaviours naturally (Sutton, 2021). For pupils with a history of ACEs or high-masking students, these gentler approaches to classroom management are likely to be more successful as they cultivate resilience and emotional intelligence rather than compliance alone (Gimbert et al, 2023). However, Bandura’s model also requires teachers to act as consistent, approachable figures, which is challenging in high-stress educational environments. Welsh education, with its emphasis on “compassionate education” and learner wellbeing aligns more closely with Bandura’s socially supportive approach than with Skinner’s traditional operant conditioning model. Yet, implementing classroom management policies based on these theories requires significant time and professional development, which many schools struggle to provide, limiting the effectiveness of these psychological approaches (Samaritans Cymru, ND).
Ultimately, educators face considerable challenges in balancing effective classroom management with inclusivity, and their role requires continuous adaptation. Teacher’s today are expected to be both educators and emotional caregivers, addressing a vast range of student needs while managing curriculum demands and administrative duties (Du Plessis, 2019). The increasing emphasis on data-driven performance analysis driven by Estyn can sometimes overshadow the social aspects of teaching that contribute to classroom management, placing unnecessary pressure on teachers to prioritise academic outcomes over pupil well-being. Effective responses to these pressures might include reduced teacher-to-student ratios, more comprehensive mental health training, and dedicated time for staff to build relationships with students, consequently supporting an inclusive environment (Schildkamp, 2018). Welsh education policy recognises these demands by promoting well-being frameworks, yet without addressing staffing and workload challenges as part of a whole school approach these frameworks remain difficult to implement fully (Welsh Government, 2021).

In conclusion, classroom management strategies, although aimed at creating structured and functional environments, often prove inadequate in supporting all learners equitably. Students who mask their struggles, particularly high-functioning girls, and those impacted by ACEs may feel alienated within classroom management structures that emphasise routine and compliance. To create truly inclusive classroom management, strategies must evolve to include trauma-informed practices, flexible routines, and relationship-based approaches. By integrating Bandura’s principles of social learning and Vygotsky’s sociocultural theory with the Welsh educational policies focused on well-being, classrooms can become spaces where every student feels recognised and supported, creating an environment that meets the needs of all learners more effectively than traditional, behaviour-focused approaches.
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