Deborah Edwards – 1502382                                                                                                              SJTA 5007

Using theory, critically discuss the challenges posed by internal and external factors on the learning environment.
This essay will address some of the challenges posed by internal and external factors of behaviour on the learning environment. In doing so theory will be used to link policy to practice. Interventions that are used in schools will be discussed using evidence available to determine their effectiveness. 
Human behaviour, according to Boyd (2018) can be described by the actions of a person and the way in which they conduct them self.  The way in which people behave can be influenced by different factors. These could be internal factors which are neurological or genetic conditions such as autism. External factors affecting behaviour are emotional, social and environmental influences (Kamen, 2000).
It can be said that challenging behaviour is a social construction and that behaviour is described as challenging when it is not what is seen as socially appropriate for that setting.  The appropriateness of behaviours can be defined by the cultural beliefs and role expectations. Behaviour becomes challenging when there is a discrepancy between actions and the role expectations (Emerson and Stewart, 2011).
Easton and Emery (2005) believe that our behaviour changes depending on the social context that we are in.  We learn to understand the factors that make up the social context and can then modify our behaviour to suit the social context of the environment. This would suggest that we learn how to behave appropriately in different situations by learning what is expected of us by others.
Vygotsky’s theory of cognitive development also says that behaviour is learnt through social context. Vygotsky believed that
 ‘At birth, we’re social beings capable of interacting with others, but able to do little either practically or intellectually, by or for ourselves. Gradually however we move towards self-sufficiency and independence, and by participating in social activities, our abilities become transformed’. (Vygotsky. Cited in Gross, 2005, p498).
The Vygotsky theory could be used to explain why some neurological factors such as autism affect behaviour as people with autism face challenges with social understanding and communication (NAS, 2018). People who are on the autistic spectrum may struggle in the learning environment. Interventions and extra support may be put in place to enable these learners to access the curriculum and to have their needs met, this is a requirement of the SEN Code of Practice in Wales (2004). 
Nurture provision in schools also fall in line Vygotsky’s theory as ‘Nurture groups are built on the theory that the foundations of learning are emotional and social’ (Cooper, et al, 2007, p18). Children in nurture groups find it difficult to cope in a mainstream environment are unable to engage with their learning and interact with their mainstream peers. Nurture principles of learning emphasise on speech and language and communication skills (Boxall and Lucas, 2010,).  External factors play a role in behaviour for children who are based in nurture provision.
It could be said that Vygotsky’s theory applies to the New Curriculum in Wales which aims to produce ‘Ambitious, capable learners’ and aims to ‘enable learners to take greater ownership of their own learning and development’ (Welsh Government, 2015, p19.). It was the view of Vygotsky that the teacher’s role should be to guide children to learning and that their learning should not be controlled by the teacher. It could be argued that at the National Curriculum uses a teacher controlled approach and that the formal teaching which is required for national testing is a mechanical form of learning which children perceive as irrelevant (Gross, 2005). The New Curriculum in Wales moves away from traditional teaching, instead focussing on a cross-curricular approach to broaden learning experiences (Welsh Government, 2015).
In Wales, there is a link between poverty and underachievement in schools. Children who come from a deprived background are less likely to do well in school. Children from disadvantaged backgrounds are also more likely to experience problems with behaviour and have social difficulties interacting with their peers (Welsh Government, 2012). Poverty can be an external factor that influences behaviour and would fit in with Vygotsky’s theory. Children from disadvantaged backgrounds are more likely to have parents who are disengaged with the education system and may have had negative experiences themselves. It is also more likely that these parents will not be involved with their children’s education. Using Vygotsky’s theory it could be said that children from deprived backgrounds perceive education as irrelevant by learning through social interactions in their home environment that school is not important. Vygotsky’s theory does not give any explanation as to why the gap in achievement is larger for boys than it is for girls.
According to the Estyn (2012), schools that are successful in tackling the attainment gap for disadvantaged learners engage the children’s parents in their education and also focus on developing and improving the social and emotional skills of the children. There are many different interventions that are in place to do this however evidence gathered by the Joseph Rowentree Foundation (2013), suggests that while many of the interventions in place can improve the engagement of both pupils and their parents in education and can improve pupil wellbeing. They have no clear evidence however that these interventions have an  effect on educational attainment. The Welsh Government plans to eradicate  child poverty in Wales by 2020,  The Pupil Deprivation Grant is available to schools to help close the attainment gap There is however no set programme for schools to follow in order to do this (Estyn, 2012).
Piaget’s theory differs to Vygotsky as Piaget believed that children learnt through developmental stages and that way children behave and react in different environments would depend on where they are in the developmental stage. (Gross, 2004) This theory would could be used to explain why internal factors are be a barrier in the learning environment as genetic or neurological conditions can affect the way that some people develop mentally. According to Piaget’s theory, children behave appropriately to the stage of development they are currently at.  Many environmental factors of behaviour are not explained by Piaget’s theory as social experiences and social relationships are not included. Using Piaget’s theory, it could be suggested that inappropriate behaviours  may be seen in children who are not being taught at the right level, or who are placed in environments and are expected to behave socially at a level they may not have reached yet. This is because ‘Children move through the stages at different rates due to differences in both the environment and their biological maturation’ (Gross, 2004). It could be said that professor Donaldson recognised that children move through developmental stages at different rates as he states that progression should be ‘A continuum of learning from 3 to 16, without phases and key stages’ (Donaldson, 2015, p18). Another point mentioned in the report suggests that there should be opportunities for progression. Piaget’s theory also expresses the need for learning experiences to be provided to enable children to progress to the next stage. (Gross, 2004). Piaget’s theory would suggest that differentiation is important and that the curriculum should be differentiated to suit the needs and to motivate the individual in accordance with their stage of cognitive development (Smith et al, 1998). This could be said to agree with the view of Sabornie (no date), who suggests that setting tasks that are meaningful to each individual and appropriate to their current level and recognising how they can reach their next level is important for managing behaviour in the classroom environment.
Maslow’s hierarchy of needs suggests that we carry out behaviours for the purpose of meeting our needs (Gross, 2005). According to Maslow there are two different motivations for our behaviour. Behaviours that are carried out in order to meet our needs for survival and  needs of self-actualisation  which are unique to humans. Maslow put our needs into a pyramid starting with lower level needs at the bottom. The theory is that starting at the bottom, lower levels of needs need to be satisfied before the  needs further up the pyramid can be met. 
Maslow’s hierarchy of needs could be used to explain why many of the environmental factors of behaviour can pose a barrier to learning, especially in the learning environment. Using Maslow’s pyramid it could be said that children are not able to learn if their lower level needs are not being met (Gross, 2004). There are many interventions in place that can promote positive behaviour through satisfying our needs. The introduction of breakfast clubs in schools was to help meet the basic survival needs in order for learning to be effective. Research carried by Donovan and Street (1999) suggests that breakfast clubs meet children’s needs by them starting the school day feeling nourished. Breakfast club also meets their social needs as they have been able to eat and interact with their peers in a safe environment. Donavon and Street (1999) took into account research that had been carried out in the UK and also in other countries including America, Jamaica and Sweden. This research looked into the effects  that having breakfast in school had on children’s behaviour. The research found that overall having breakfast at school had a positive impact on behaviour in most cases, however it also found that in some poorly organised schools there was no improvement and even a deterioration in behaviour. The study also showed that the changes in behaviour could also vary depending on the task that was given. This evidence would suggest that breakfast club can have a positive effect on behaviour but that the effect is also dependant on other environmental factors.
The second level of the hierarchy of needs shows the needs of safety and when related to the learning environment would imply that children need to feel safe and secure before they can learn. Environmental factors  affecting this could be bullying or abuse. Schools will have child protection and anti-bullying policies in place to address these issues (Learning Wales, 2016). Research into the effectiveness of anti-bullying strategies in schools showed that improving the development of social and emotional skills and also positive modelling of relationships and interactions from staff resulted in  some of the biggest improvements (Department for Education, 2011) These findings could be linked with Vygotsky’s theory that cognitive development is guided by social interactions (Gross, 2004).
The third level on Maslow’s hierarchy of needs is the need to feel loved and belonging. Again there are many external factors that could prevent this need being met such as family circumstances.  Children need positive relationships both at home and in school to fulfil this need (Learning Wales, 2016). Children who develop positive, good quality and sustainable relationships with their family and also with their peers and teachers at school ‘are better able to manage their own feelings and behaviours and better able to relate to others’ (Mental Health Foundation, 2016).  According to Freud (1926 cited in Gross, 2004) attachment is formed with somebody who meets your needs and unhealthy relationships develop when you are deprived of needs. Harlow (1959 cited in Gross, 2004) however, challenged this theory in a study using monkeys and comfort blankets and it was his view that attachment did not have to come from the meeting of needs but could also be a secure place from which to explore your environment. There are strategies in place in schools that cover both of these approaches when promoting positive behaviour. These include whole school approaches such as rights respecting schools which aim to create a safe and diversified environment from which children can learn with a focus on well-being and relationships. Rights respecting schools have seen an improvement in behaviour along with a higher standard of pupil well-being and improved attainment (UNICEF, 2017). Internal factors on behaviour such as autism or learning difficulties can be a barrier to some children and could affect behaviour through lack of or poor quality social relationships. It is the view of The Mental Health Foundation (2016) that with extra support and interventions it is still possible for these children to form positive relationships.
Next on Maslow’s hierarchy of needs comes esteem needs. Children with low self-esteem can become withdrawn and may try to avoid certain situations they can also display inappropriate behaviour such as bullying (Mcleod, 2012). Raising self- esteem of pupils can raise attainment standards and pupil well-being (Estyn, 2012).
It has been argued that when applied to the learning environment, Maslow’s theory does not cover all behaviour problems. Glasser (cited in Tauber, 2007) argued that, if when children are at school and are at that time having their needs met then they should be in a position to learn and fulfil their self-actualisation needs. This argument would suggest that some external factors of behaviour should not affect a pupil in a suitable, safe learning environment. Glasser created his own hierarchy of needs which included the needs of making choices, the need for power and the need to have fun. Using this theory it could be said that if the learning environment does not meet all of these needs in a manner that is socially acceptable and promoting positive behaviour then the children will find their own ways to fulfil these needs which could result in poor behaviour (Tauber, 2007).
Many school behaviour policies include the use of sanctions and rewards. Rewards are used as a  motivator to promote positive behaviour and sanctions are a way of responding to negative behaviour. The use of rewards and sanctions creates clear boundaries and expectations, these should be used consistently as part of a whole school approach (Department for education and skills, 2005). According to Bustos and Espiritu (1996), a living thing will carry out actions or behaviours to respond to stimuli or to gain a reward. Behaviour can be conditioned in this way as people will repeat the behaviour so that the reward can be experienced again. Theory works on the basis that if this is repeated enough times then the person will be able to reach the level of performance that is required.  The use of rewards and sanctions come from a behaviourist approach using   theories such as Skinner’s Operant Conditioning Theory (Rose, 2016). Government guidance (DfES, 2005), recommends that there should be a wide variety of rewards which should outnumber the amount of sanctions. This would agree with Skinners theory as Skinner believed that even though the effectiveness of punishment is immediate, that the use of punishment only temporarily eliminates the behaviour. It was Skinners view that the use of rewards was much more successful in promoting positive behaviour (Rose, 2016). Rose also suggests by using meta-analysis by Balliet and Van Lange (2013), that punishments are more effective in environments where there is a high sense of trust than those environments where there is a lower sense of trust.  That rewards are more successful if once they are embedded, they are not so consistent and become slightly unpredictable. It it was Skinners view that the absence of a reward would make the desired behaviour last for longer (Gross, 2004). The use of rewards could also have a negative effect if they are given for work that has not required much effort from the child as this relays a message to the child that expectations of them are low (Rose, 2016).  It has been  argued that the use of rewards and sanctions can put a limit on what a child will learn. According to Gross (2004), observational learning can take place without the need of a reinforcement and that even though the use of  rewards can, in some cases be beneficial, that they only affect the level of performance and not the process of learning itself.
In conclusion, there are many factors both internal and external that can be a barrier in the learning environment. These factors can be explained using many different theories. However not all of the theories can explain all of the factors. There are many interventions in place that are used by schools as strategies to promote positive behaviour. These interventions can be linked to theory in order to explain how they work. Not all interventions are successful in every situation. The interventions are not intended to be used on their own to promote positive behaviour but are intended to be used along with a wide range of approaches as part of the schools behaviour policy and should be used in context with the other policies of the school (DfES, 2005).
