Discuss a range of factors that influence children’s behaviour (both positively and negatively) in a learning environment.
Action Points:
1. Reference more consistently
2. Put your reference list into alphabetical order and use 1.0 line spacing for the reference list.
3. Refer to Welsh policies.

Children’s behaviour in learning environments is shaped by a variety of factors that can have both positive and negative effects on their engagement and development. This essay explores the range of influences that impact children’s behaviour, including environmental, social, and individual factors. It also demonstrates an understanding of how personal characteristics contribute to children’s behaviour within learning settings, highlighting their significance in supporting effective learning and positive outcomes.

According to Cambridge University (2026), the term ‘behaviour’ is defined as “the way in which someone or something acts in a specific situation.” Behaviour can be understood as a form of communication, as it often expresses an individual’s thoughts, feelings, needs, or responses to their environment. This communication may be intentional or unintentional and can be shown as wanted and unwanted behaviours. Wanted behaviours are those that are socially acceptable and positively reinforce learning and relationships, whereas unwanted behaviours may indicate underlying difficulties, unmet needs, or emotional distress. Understanding behaviour as a form of communication enables practitioners to respond more effectively by identifying and addressing the underlying causes rather than focusing solely on the behaviour itself. Teachers are trained to observe, assess, and interpret behaviour in order to identify root causes and implement appropriate support strategies. 

Skinner developed the theory of behaviourism, also known as operant conditioning (Simply Psychology, 2025), which suggests that behaviour can be predicted and controlled by manipulating the environment. This is achieved through the use of rewards and punishments. When children observe that positive behaviour is reinforced with rewards, they are more likely to behave appropriately in order to receive similar rewards, such as smiley faces, stickers, or house points. On the other hand, if negative behaviour continues, punishments may be applied, including missing playtime, detention, or exclusion. In 2015, Skinner stated, “All we need to know in order to describe and explain behaviour is this: actions followed by good outcomes will recur and actions followed by negative outcomes won’t recur” (Skinner, p.36, 1938). Skinner demonstrated this theory through his well known rat experiment, often referred to as the Skinner box (Simply Psychology, 2025). In this experiment, a rat was placed in a box containing a lever. As the rat explored its environment, it accidentally pressed the lever, which released a piece of food. The rat soon learned that pressing the lever resulted in a reward, leading to the rat repeatedly pressing the lever to obtain food. 

In School A, the behaviour policy closely aligns with Skinner’s theory of operant conditioning. The policy clearly outlines a range of rewards and consequences designed to promote positive behaviour. These rewards include initiatives such as Sunshine Time, Kindness Crew, house points, and the Values Jar, all of which serve as positive reinforcement. Behaviour management follows a structured five-step approach, beginning with a verbal warning and escalating, where necessary, to external exclusion. As an inclusive school, it recognises that many pupils may experience sensory, communication, learning, and behavioural difficulties, as well as challenges related to trauma and mental health. Therefore, while the five-step behaviour policy is implemented consistently, it is applied with flexibility and sensitivity to individual circumstances to meet pupils’ diverse needs (Craigfelen Primary, 2025).

[bookmark: _Int_VXJPkZcN]Piaget’s theory of cognitive development explains that children’s thinking grows through active exploration rather than through rewards or punishments, and their behaviour reflects their current stage of cognitive ability. Younger children may display challenging behaviours, such as tantrums or difficulty sharing, not out of defiance but because their understanding of rules and perspectives is limited. As they develop, children gradually show greater logical thinking, problem-solving skills, and the ability to consider others’ viewpoints. This perspective aligns with the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNICEF, 1990), which recognises children’s right to develop their personality, talents, and mental abilities to their fullest potential (Articles 5 and 29) and to express their views in matters affecting them according to their age (Article 12). By understanding a child’s developmental stage, adults can provide age appropriate guidance, learning opportunities, and support that respect the child’s abilities, develop independence, and uphold their rights, ensuring that children are empowered to grow into capable, confident, and responsible individuals. For example, in a classroom, a teacher might use hands on activities for younger children to teach sharing and co-operation, while encouraging older children to engage in group problem-solving and discussions that allow them to express ideas and consider different perspectives. However, many young children experience adverse childhood experiences (ACEs) at such a young age, impacting the successful development of the cortex. The cortex is an important part of the brain which shows how we respond to situations. Prolonged exposure to ACEs can affect healthy development of the brain, resulting in the child’s cognitive ability being delayed and possible negative behaviour outcomes (The British Psychological Society, 2022).

In School A, the community centre ‘The Cwtch’ brings together different agencies to support children in the local area. Agencies such as Adenydd (theraplay for sensory regulation), nurture groups, stay and play sessions, and events run by the Family Liaison Officer provide both direct support to children and guidance for parents on strategies to support their (neurodivergent) children. These initiatives strengthen connections between families, the school, and external services, improving children’s social, emotional, and educational outcomes. This approach reflects Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Systems Theory (Simply Psychology, 2025), which proposes that a child’s development and behaviour are influenced by multiple interconnected environmental systems. By enhancing relationships at the microsystem level and developing connections across the mesosystem, The Cwtch creates a supportive environment that positively impacts children’s development. The work of The Cwtch also demonstrates the influence of broader societal factors (ecosystem and macrosystem) and ongoing life experiences (chronosystem), highlighting the importance of co-ordinated, multi-level support. This approach aligns with the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNICEF, 1990), which recognises children’s right to develop their personality, talents, and abilities to their fullest potential (Articles 5 and 29) and to have their views considered in matters affecting them according to their maturity (Article 12). By applying Bronfenbrenner’s principles, The Cwtch supports children’s rights to education, participation, and well-being, ensuring that interventions respect their individual needs and promote positive outcomes (Simply Psychology, 2025). 

It is estimated that 1 in 100 children are diagnosed with Autism in the United Kingdom (British Medical Association, 2026). Autism affects behaviour in children because of neurological differences that influence how they process social information, sensory input, and emotions. Autistic children may struggle with social communication, including understanding facial expressions, tone of voice, and social rules, which can make them appear withdrawn or socially awkward. Baren-Cohen's concept of mind blindness explains that behaviours are linked to the difficulties in understanding of people’s thoughts, feelings and emotions. This can lead to behaviors like appearing socially withdrawn, talking mainly about their own interests, reacting strongly to changes, or seeming insensitive to others’ feelings, even though they may care deeply (The British Psychological Society, 2008). In some cases, behaviours such as withdrawal, repetitive actions, or emotional outbursts may be a form of communication, expressing confusion, distress, or unmet needs rather than deliberate misbehaviour. These behaviors are not deliberate or defiant but reflect differences in social understanding, meaning autistic children often benefit from individualised teaching, structure, and support to help them navigate social situations (National Autistic Society, 2026).

[bookmark: _Int_1OUSNuwJ]In conclusion, children’s behaviour in learning environments is shaped by a dynamic and interrelated range of environmental, social, and individual factors. Behaviour should be understood as meaningful communication that reflects a child’s developmental stage, emotional well-being, personal experiences, and neurological profile. Theories such as Skinner’s behaviourism, Baron-Cohen's mind blindness, and Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Systems Theory each offer important perspectives on children’s behaviour, demonstrating that no single approach is sufficient to fully explain or manage behaviour within educational settings. While behaviourist strategies, such as rewards and consequences, can be effective in promoting consistency and reinforcing positive behaviour, they must be applied with sensitivity and flexibility to account for children’s individual needs. Cognitive development theories highlight that challenging behaviour may arise from barriers rather than intentional defiance, reinforcing the importance of age appropriate expectations and teaching strategies. Furthermore, Bronfenbrenner’s ecological perspective emphasises that children’s behaviour is influenced not only by the classroom environment but also by family, community, and wider societal factors, illustrating the necessity of collaborative, multi-agency support.

The impact of adverse childhood experiences, trauma, and neurodiversity, including autism, further demonstrates the importance of inclusive and trauma informed approaches to behaviour management. For many children, particularly those with additional needs, behaviour may be a response to sensory overload, communication difficulties, or emotional distress. Effective behaviour support requires educators to adopt a holistic, child-centred approach that values understanding, empathy, and consistency. By integrating theoretical knowledge with practical, inclusive strategies and upholding children’s rights as outlined in the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child, learning environments can foster positive behaviour, engagement, and well-being. This approach not only supports immediate learning outcomes but also contributes to children’s long-term social, emotional, and academic development, ensuring that all children are given the opportunity to thrive.
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