Developing Effective Classroom Management: A Critical Reflection on Theory, Research and Professional Practice.

Classroom management refers to the wide range of strategies that teachers and support staff use to maintain a respectful, organised and supportive classroom learning environment. It involves establishing clear expectations, developing consistent routines, promoting positive behaviour and responding effectively to any negative or challenging behaviour.
Effective classroom management is vital for creating a safe, inclusive and positive learning environment for all pupils. Clear expectations and consistent routines allow pupils to understand what is expected from them by staff and the school setting; this can improve their engagement and allow them to focus more in lessons. Having a calm and supportive classroom can also promote pupils’ positive wellbeing by allowing them to feel safe, secure and respected. Good classroom management allows all teachers and staff to maximise and utilise learning time, which will result in positive pupil attainment. It also supports inclusion by ensuring that all pupils with all different needs and abilities are given equal opportunities to interact and involve themselves in learning (Campbell, 2025).
Linking professional practice to educational theory is essential when developing effective classroom management; theory provides a specific understanding of pupil behaviour and learning, while research shows evidence that supports these effective approaches provided. Policy ensures that practice meets the legal expectations that are set by the government and follows The National Curriculum. While reflecting on these areas can allow teachers and support staff to evaluate and adjust their own practice, identify areas that need improvement and make informed decisions on next steps. 
The key themes that will be critically analysed within this essay interlink with effective classroom management. Classroom management wouldn’t be as effective if classroom environment, routines and relationships, theories and models, and reflection on professional practise didn’t come into play. These key aspects are what make classroom management a whole. 

Classroom management is underpinned by many psychological theories that outline and explain how learners develop, behave and respond to their learning environment. There are three key influential perspectives on theory that interrelate with classroom management: behaviourism, cognitive theory, and humanistic theory. Each of these theories underpins the key strategies for managing behaviour. However, each theory also has its own limitations when it’s applied independently. 
Firstly, behaviourism interlinks with how behaviour is seen to be learnt through interactions with the learner’s environment. This can be seen by the theory of B. F. Skinner’s work on Operant Conditioning (1953), which is seen to suggest that behaviour can be strengthened or reduced through its consequences. Positive reinforcement includes adding a desirable consequence to the learner through praise, rewards or encouragement, while negative reinforcement includes removing the unpleasant stimulus when the desired behaviour occurs, which then has the effect of reducing the likelihood of the behaviour being repeated. These strategies shouldn’t be confused with punishment, as it is shown to reduce the undesirable behaviour. Behaviourism is known to be a vital theory to use in many settings as it provides clear, practical strategies to show learners expectations and encourage positive behaviour (Moore, 2011).
Next, cognitive theory, which is associated with Jean Piaget’s Cognitive Development Theory (1936), outlines how learners can actively construct their knowledge and understanding. Interlinking with classroom management, teachers should set appropriate expectations, differentiate classroom tasks and activities depending on individual abilities, and implement the use of hands-on learning, which draws the learners in while teaching. Jean Piaget also suggested that involving children in rulemaking can encourage their ability and willingness to follow the set rules, as their understanding of the expectations is clearly set, also allowing their social development to come into play and develop vital cognitive development in the process (Novak, 2003).
Lastly, humanistic theory shows that the learner’s emotions and personal development is at the centre of all education, which is also discussed through Abraham Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs (1943), which suggests that all learners need the feeling of being safe, secure and supported before they can engage in any learning. Similarly, Carl Rogers (1969) suggested that trust, respect, empathy and a positive teacher-learner relationship make a safe and supportive environment. This then encourages self-esteem and the ability to respond efficiently to each learner’s needs. These theories are shown to recognise the learner as who they are and not just because of their behaviour, but can also be seen to be difficult, as it is very hard to meet the needs of all peers in a classroom due to many other limitations (McLeod, 2026) (McLeod, 2025).

In most cases, effective classroom management will involve the application of various aspects of several theories and not just one. This is because classrooms are very dynamic environments where there will be many differences among the learners in terms of their requirements and individual needs. In this case, the use of only using one theory can hinder the effectiveness of handling all situations. 
For example, behaviourist theories such as Skinner’s Operant Conditioning (1953) are set around reinforcement and punishment, which leads to positive behaviour. This theory will be helpful in the way that classroom rules are made, set and implemented within each setting. While an overdependence on the aspects of rewards will hinder punishment, focusing on the behaviour and ignoring the root cause of the behaviour. A humanistic theory such as Maslow and Rogers focuses more on the actual relationship between the teacher and learner and taking into consideration their emotional development and individual needs; however, these theories may provide less specific guidance to dealing with the actual behaviour at hand. 
Similarly, social learning theory, which is linked to Bandura’s theory, highlights the high importance of observation, modelling and imitation. This means that teachers and teaching staff can model respectful communication, cooperation and appropriate wanted behaviour for their learners to replicate. Even though these theories show the importance of observation, modelling and imitation, these alone may not be sufficient if the learners have additional behaviour or emotional needs, as other aspects are linked to these unwanted behaviours. If we were to combine this approach with behaviourist strategies, such as positive reinforcement, this would have more of a comprehensive approach and pin the underlying issues that are causing these unwanted behaviours and open more strategies that can be used to help these situations.
All of this is relevant within inclusive classrooms, as all learners may require different forms and levels of support from teachers and staff. For example, a teacher could use behaviourist strategies to establish consistent routines, humanistic principles to understand the learners’ emotional needs and social learning theory to model appropriate and wanted behaviour. These approaches show that effective classroom management isn’t just simply controlling learners’ behaviours; it’s also about understanding the learners and creating a positive and welcoming classroom environment that they want to be a part of to participate and learn. 
However, it is also important that teachers and teaching staff critically evaluate the elements of the theory and understand their importance before combining theories to help learners. This is because some approaches may conflict; for example, if a teacher was using the theory of reward excessively, this may create negative developmental issues due to intrinsic motivation and independence (Rhodes & Long, 2019).

As discussed, effective classroom management is essential to creating a positive and welcoming learning environment for learners. Research suggests that the physical classroom environment, established routines, and positive teacher-pupil relationships are key factors influencing behaviour and engagement. 
The physical classroom environment plays a significant role in a learner’s behaviour and learning. Strategic seating plans can be used to reduce distractions, encourage interactions between peers and allow teachers to support learners with their specific individual needs. The use of organised and accessible resources can reduce lost learning time and allow learners to use resources when needed to help support them throughout the day. Accessibility is important for learners, especially learners with additional learning needs (ALN); this ensures that all learners can be included and participate fully within all classroom learning. The Education Endowment Foundation (EEF) discusses that effective classroom management strategies are a key factor in improving behaviour and maximising classroom learning time (Eduation Endowment Foundation, 2026).
Alongside the physical environment, clear and consistent routines also provide structure. Entry routines, transitions between classroom tasks and lesson-ending times and routines all help the learner’s understanding of the expectations and reduce uncertainty. By having consistent routines, it allows the learners to focus on the task at hand instead of worrying about what will happen next. This is shown by The Open University as they highlight that consistency is a crucial element of effective behaviour management, especially when expectations are set fairly by all teachers (The Open University, n.d.). These findings reflect the principles of the Curriculum for Wales (2022), which promotes supportive classroom learning environments and learner-centred approaches. 
Positive teacher-pupil relationships are equally very important in supporting positive behaviour for learning. These relationships are built on respect and trust, and having a positive relationship with their learners, it allows a more positive engagement and cooperation within the classroom from the pupils. Pupils who feel supported and respected within the classroom are less likely to display unwanted behaviours. This also aligns with the Curriculum for Wales (2022) as it emphasises the development of ethical and informed citizens through positive relationships and effective teaching practices. 
The importance of understanding each learner’s individual needs is reinforced by the Additional Learning Needs Code for Wales (2021), which encourages teachers and teaching staff to view behaviour as a form of communication and to respond to the behaviour by finding their needs rather than focusing on the behaviour itself (Welsh Goverment, 2021). The United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (1989) also highlights the importance of listening to all learners’ voices, seeking pupil feedback and involving all learners in any decision-making can strengthen relationships and increase responsibility within the classroom. 
However, some challenges remain, such as large class sizes, which can limit support within the classroom and may leave pupils with ALN less supported, which would then need the implementation of these strategies.
Overall, the classroom environment, routines and relationships are most effective when working together; having well-organised classrooms supports routines and routines support predictability, which ensures that all pupils are engaged when learning. This all shows that classroom management needs a holistic and inclusive approach that combines evidence-informed practice with Welsh educational policies to create a more positive setting for all learners.

A critical part of effective classroom management is self-reflection; the writer will use Gibbs (1988) reflective framework to reflect on a past classroom management experience. 
During a lesson, a small group of children started talking, which was distracting others and reducing the whole class’s engagement within the lesson. Several strategies were used; the classroom teaching assistant used non-verbal reminders, moved closer to the disruptive children and praised the children who remained focused. Skinner’s theory of operant conditioning shows how reinforcement can influence positive behaviour; this was done by praising the children who remained focused, which encouraged appropriate classroom behaviour. This is seen as a positive approach as it isn’t just focusing on the negative unwanted behaviour, which could lead to it evolving and taking time out of the class lesson. While the disruptive behaviour was happening in the classroom. The teacher maintained calm and consistent behaviour, which shows the children the behaviour that is expected from them; this also allowed the teacher to redirect the attention without further disrupting the lesson. This is shown through the theory of Bandura (1977), Social Learning Theory. These strategies that were used were shown to be effective and did reduce the disruption in the classroom and refocus on the lesson. The positive reinforcement showed the other children the desired positive behaviour, which allowed the classroom teacher to address the distraction discreetly to maintain a positive classroom environment. 
These strategies did have limitations; these limitations could be seen as praise and reminders may not fully settle the unwanted behaviour in the classroom, as some children may find it difficult to understand instructions or understand what the teacher is trying to show through body language and their verbal prompts. 

In conclusion, effective classroom management is vital for creating an inclusive, positive and supportive classroom environment for all pupils, who can engage and achieve to their full potential. This essay has critically explored how theories, environments, positive relationships and routines all play a part in managing positive behaviour. The essay has shown that there is no one strategy that will fully resolve any behavioural issues within the classroom; these are seen through the theories of Skinner, Bandura and Maslow as evaluated. However, combining these approaches gives a more beneficial approach to help in the classroom environment when worked together. This essay has explored that the Welsh educational policies all highlight the importance of inclusion, understanding behaviour and pupil wellbeing, which are all needed to understand a pupil’s behaviour. Lastly, it has shown that critical reflection is essential for evaluation own practice, understanding limitations and improving future practice. 
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