This essay will discuss a range of factors that can influence children’s behaviour, both positively and negatively, in a learning environment. It will explore behaviour as a form of communication before examining key theoretical trauma-informed approaches, and Bronfenbrenner’s systemic model. It will also consider how these theories inform professional practice and school behaviour policies. By linking theory, policy and practice, this discussion aims to demonstrate an understanding of how children’s behaviour is shaped and how educators can effectively support children within learning environments. 
Behaviour can be defined as the way in which an individual acts or responds to internal or external stimuli. Many theorists argue that behaviour should be understood as a form of communication, particularly for children who may struggle to articulate their needs verbally (McLeod, 2018). From this perspective, both positive and negative behaviours serve a purpose, allowing children to express emotions, unmet needs or responses to their environment. Unwanted behaviour may indicate frustration, anxiety, sensory overload or difficulty regulating emotions, rather than deliberate defiance (Geddes, 2006). Conversely, positive behaviour can reflect feelings of safety, belonging and engagement within the learning environment. Understanding behaviour as communication encourages educators to move beyond punishment-focused responses and instead consider the underlying causes of behaviour. This approach aligns with inclusive practice and provides a foundation for exploring the theoretical factors that influence children’s behaviour in schools.
One influential theory used to understand children’s behaviour in educational settings is behaviourism, particularly Skinner’s theory of operant conditioning. Behaviourism suggests that behaviour is learned through interactions with the environment and is shaped by reinforcement and punishment (Skinner, 1953). According to this theory, behaviours that are reinforced are more likely to be repeated, while behaviours followed by punishment are less likely to occur. In schools, behaviourist approaches are commonly used through reward systems such as praise, stickers, certificates and behaviour charts. For example, a child who follows classroom rules may receive verbal praise or a reward, reinforcing the desired behaviour. Similarly, sanctions such as loss of privileges or warnings may be used to discourage unwanted behaviour. These strategies can be effective in promoting clear expectations and consistency, particularly for younger children who benefit from structure and routine. However, while behaviourism can positively influence behaviour in the short term, it has limitations. Critics argue that it focuses on external control rather than developing intrinsic motivation or addressing underlying causes of behaviour (Ryan and Deci, 2000). For some children, particularly those with additional needs or emotional difficulties, behaviourists strategies may fail to consider personal experiences, emotional regulation or trauma. As a result, reliance on rewards and punishments alone may not lead to long-term behavioural change. This highlights the importance of combining behaviourist approaches with more holistic models of understanding behaviour. 
Cognitive models emphasise the role of thoughts, beliefs and past experiences in shaping behaviour. According to this perspective, behaviour is influenced by how children perceive and interpret situations, as well as their ability to regulate emotions and problem-solve (Beck, 1976). Children who have experienced adverse childhood experiences (ACEs), such as neglect, abuse or household instability, may have underdeveloped neural pathways in areas of the brain responsible for emotional regulation and reasoning (Shonkoff et al., 2012). As a result, these children may be more likely to respond to stress with fight, flight or freeze reactions. In learning environments, this can present as aggression, withdrawal, refusal to engage or heightened emotional responses. These behaviours are often misunderstood as deliberate misbehaviours, when they reflect a child’s difficulty coping with perceived threats or overwhelming situations. Trauma-informed approaches encourage educators to prioritise emotional safety, predictability and relationships, recognising that regulation mush come before learning (Perry, 2006). Strategies such as emotion coaching, calm spaces and supportive adult relationships can positively influence behaviour by helping children feel safe and understood. This approach moves away from punitive responses and instead supports children in developing self-regulation skills over time. While cognitive and trauma-informed models require patience and consistency, they offer a more compassionate and effective framework for supporting children whose behaviour is influence by past experiences. 
[bookmark: _Int_23iua8Jx]Another crucial factor influencing children’s behaviour is the wider system surrounding the child. Bronfenbrenner's ecological systems theory suggests that children’s development and behaviour are shaped by multiple interconnected systems, including family, school, community, and broader societal influences (Bronfenbrenner, 1979). According to this model, behaviour can not be understood in isolation from a child’s environment. For example, difficulties at home, such as parental stress, housing insecurity or inconsistent routines, may impact a child’s behaviour at school. Similarly, positive relationships with teachers and peers can promote emotional security and positive behaviour. This model highlights the importance of working in partnership with families and other professionals to support children effectively. In practice, understanding a child’s background and home circumstances can help educators respond with empathy and appropriate support. Multi-agency collaboration and family engagement are often key to addressing persistent behavioural difficulties. Bronfenbrenner's model reinforces the idea that behaviour is influences by factors beyond the classroom and that effective intervention requires a holistic, child-centred approach.
In addition to environmental and cognitive influences, biological factors can significantly shape children’s behaviour in learning environments. The biological model suggests that aspects of behaviour may be influenced by neurological development, genetic factors ad brain functioning (Rutter, 2006). Neurodevelopmental conditions such as Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD) and Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD) can affect how children process information, regulate emotions and respond to their surroundings. Children with ASD may experience differences in social communication, sensory processing and flexibility of thinking (American Psychiatric Association, 2013). In a classroom environment, this may present as difficulty with transitions, heightened anxiety and sensory overload. Behaviour that appears oppositional or withdrawn may instead reflect overwhelm or difficulty processing environmental stimuli. Similarly, children with ADHD may display impulsivity, inattention or hyperactivity due to differences in executive functioning and self-regulation (Barkley, 2015). These behaviours are not deliberate choices but are linked to neurological differences affecting attention control and inhibition. Understanding behaviour through a biological lens encourages educators to move away from viewing certain behaviours as wilful misconduct. Instead, it promotes the use of reasonable adjustments and supportive strategies. For example, providing structured routines, visual supports, movement breaks or sensory regulation tools can positively influence behaviour by meeting underlying needs. This approach aligns with inclusive educational practice and statutory guidance such as the SEND Code of Practice (Department of Education and Department of Health, 2015), which emphasises adapting provision to meet individual needs. However, while the biological model offers important insight, it should not be viewed in isolation. Over-reliance on diagnostic labels risks reducing children to their conditions and overlooking environmental or relational factors that also influence behaviour. A purely medicalised prespective may unintentionally lower expectations or neglect the importance of inclusive teaching stratedgies. Therefore, biological factors are best understood as part of a wider, multi-factorial framework that includes cognitive, environmental and systemic influences. Recognising neurodiversity within learning environments promotes empathy and inclusive practice. When educators understand that behaviour may stem from neurological differences rather than intentional disruption, responses are more likely to be supportive rather than punitive. This reinforces the importance of a holistic approach to behaviour that considers both the child’s internal development and the external systems that shape their experiences.
School behaviour policies play a significant role in shaping how children’s behaviour is supported and managed. Many schools adopt positive behaviour policies that aim to promote wanted behaviours while responding consistently to unwanted behaviour. These policies often reflect behaviourists principles through rewards and sanction systems, while increasingly incorporating trauma-informed and inclusive practices. For example, policies may emphasise positive reinforcement, clear expectations and restorative approaches rather than exclusionary practises. Restorative approaches align with cognitive and systemic models by encouraging reflection, accountability, and relationship repair rather than punishment alone (McCluskey et al., 2008). Inclusion policies may also recognise the needs of neurodiverse children, ensuring reasonable adjustments and supportive strategies are in place. [footnoteRef:32180]By aligning behaviour policies with research-informed theories, schools can create environments that promote emotional wellbeing, engagement and positive behaviour. Effective policies acknowledge that children’s behaviour is influences by a range of factors and require flexible, compassionate responses rather than a one size fits all approach.  [32180:  ] 

In conclusion, children’s behaviour in learning environments is influenced by a complex interaction of factors. This essay has discussed behaviour as a form of communication before exploring key theoretical perspectives, including behaviourism, cognitive and trauma-informed approaches, Bronfenbrenner's systemic model, and biological influences. While behaviourist strategies can effectively promote structure and consistency, they are limited when used in isolation. Cognitive and trauma-informed approaches highlight the impact of experiences and emotional regulation, while systemic models emphasise the influence of the child’s wider environment. School policies that integrate these perspectives are best placed to support both positive and negative behaviours in inclusive and effective ways. Ultimately, understanding the multifaceted nature of behaviour enables educators to respond with empathy, promote positive outcomes and support all children to succeed within learning environments. These perspectives demonstrate that behaviour is multi-factorial and can not be understood through a single lens. Effective practice and school policy must therefore adapt a holistic, inclusive approach that recognises both the child’s individual needs and the broader systems in which they develop. By responding with understanding, consistency and adaptability, educators can promote positive behaviour while supporting children whose behaviour may present as challenging.
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