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In this essay I am going to discuss a range of factors that can influence children’s behaviour both in a positive and negative way in a learning environment. It will signify an understanding of the factors that influence children’s behaviour in learning environments and knowledge of the personal characteristics that influence children’s behaviour.
Behaviour is the way in which we act or responds in different situations. Behaviour is shaped by a mix of factors such as thoughts, emotions, experiences, environment, and social rules, and it can change over time as people learn and adapt to new situations. Our behaviour includes everything we do including actions, reactions, habits, and the choices we make being good or bad.
There are five basic factors that influence children’s learning. They are behavioural, cognitive, systemic, psychodynamic and biological.
There are several theories behind behaviour, one being Skinner’s behaviourism- human motivation. Skinner explains behaviour as something that is learned through the consequences that follow it. According to Skinner, behaviours that are praised and rewarded are more likely to be repeated and behaviours that have consequences are less likely to happen again. Reinforcement can be positive by rewarding with praise or negative not expecting extra work. However, punishment aims to reduce unwanted behaviour by there being consequences.  Skinner believed that learning is observable and measurable, focusing on what learners do rather than what they think or feel internally. In schools operant conditioning is often used in classroom behaviour management. Positive reinforcement is used by teachers by giving verbal praise or stickers when a pupil completes work on time to encourage the behaviour to continue.  If pupil is given a detention as a form of punishment for negative behaviours e.g disrupting the learning of others it is intended to reduce that behaviour. Reward charts, class charts positive points all reflect Skinner’s theory, showing how behaviourism directly influences professional practice by shaping pupil behaviour through structured consequences.
“All we need to know in order to describe and explain behaviour is this: actions followed by good outcomes are likely to reoccur and actions followed by bad outcomes are less likely to reoccur.” This quote by Skinner simplifies his theory that if a child does something and is rewarding by praise and prizes it is more likely to happen again whereas if the child does something and then has sanctions for the action the behaviour is less likely to be repeated.
Skinner (2015, +. /p.4)
Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological System theory views children’s development as a complex system of relationships affected by multiple levels of the surrounding environment. This theory suggest that the quality of systems around the child influences their behaviour so if the well-being of the child is at heart that child will be happy and display positive behaviour but if their well-being is not a priority to the systems surrounding the child- family, friend, teachers etc then the upbringing is less likely to be positive and then that child will develop negative behaviours. At school positive relationships are encouraged to influence the behaviour of pupils. The way in which positive relationships are formed is by working with parents/families, some children need more support in schools to help with their holistic development. Providing key adults is vital for some children so that they feel safe, cared for a protected in school this is influential toward the child’s behaviour. The support in school can implement strategies that help children develop coping skills and build self-esteem and confidence to enable them to navigate challenges successfully. This is the microsystem, the first level of Bronfenbrenner’s theory.
The mesosystem is where the child’s individual microsystems do not function independently but are interconnected and assert influence upon one and other. This system involves interactions between different microsystems in the child’s life. This is why it is important that the school work closely with parents and parents are actively involved in their child’s school life simply by attending parents evening and school events.
The exosystem is a component of the ecological system theory, it incorporates other formal and informal social structures. It does not directly interact with the child but can still influence their microsystems. If a parents workplace offers flexible working hours it will allow parents to spend more time with their child positively impacting the child’s emotional development and family relationships.
The macrosystem focuses on how cultural elements can affect a child development. In a society that highly values individual achievement, children maybe encouraged to be more competitive. This could influence parenting styles.
The fifth level of Bronfenbrenner’s ecological systems theory is known as the chronosystem. This relates to environmental changes over a child’s life. Thes could be predictable like a child starting school or unpredictable the parents having a divorce.
(Mcleod)
Piaget argued that a child’s cognitive development is not simply about acquiring knowledge, but about actively constructing a model of the world. According to Wadsworth (1989), cognitive development occurs through the interaction of innate capacities (nature) and environmental experiences (nurture), with children progressing through a series of stages. However, exposure to Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACEs) in early life can negatively affect this process. The Scottish Government (2018) highlights that prolonged exposure to stress in childhood can disrupt healthy brain development, leading to impaired social and cognitive development, as well as emotional and conduct problems in childhood and increased risk-taking or criminal behaviours in adulthood. Furthermore, each additional ACE increases the likelihood of socio-emotional and behavioural problems emerging before the age of seventeen. These factors influencing a pupil’s behaviour is managed in schools by direct work. Trauma informed approaches, ELSA and restorative practice can help the young people by showing empathy and understanding to their feelings and using strategies best to support them in managing the way in which they behave and respond to situations.
Wadsworth (1989)
Scottish Government (2018)
University of Strathclyde (2022)
The school that I work at has a Positive behaviour policy, it is in place to support pupils with negative and positive behaviours. Our policy ensures pupils and families are aware that good behaviour is recognised and rewarded, the school uses Classcharts that displays all behaviour both good or bad. It is an app that pupils and parents have access to. Good behaviour is recognised by positive points and the pupils are rewarded by credits that they can then use to purchase different things such as books, pens or skip the lunch time queue passes. Staff are also able to identify the top point scorers for positive behaviours, and this is celebrated in year group assemblies. The pupils can view their behaviour charts and so are their parent/carers.  This approach supports Skinner’s theory as positive reinforcement increases the likelihood of good behaviour being repeated. The policy outlines the school’s approach to negative behaviour which is verbal reminders, restorative conversations, reflection time, parental contact, behaviour support plans, and, where necessary, sanctions such as loss of privileges or exclusion.  It also works so that pupils who persistently have negative behaviour can be tracked and monitored it is a very good source for picking up other staff members concern over a pupil’s behaviour. This is an indicator that can identify struggles or concerns and therefore make key adults aware so they can support the pupil the best way possible. This could also be linked to Jean Piaget theory of cognigtive development which suggests that children think differently from adults and that cognitive development occurs in structured stages shaped by interaction with their environment.
Coedcae (2023)
In conclusion, children’s behaviour in learning environments is influenced by a complex interaction of behavioural, cognitive, biological, systemic and psychodynamic factors. The theories discussed demonstrate that behaviour is not shaped by one single cause, but by a combination of reinforcement, relationships, developmental stages and life experiences. Skinner’s behaviourism highlights the importance of consequences, showing how positive reinforcement and sanctions can shape behaviour within the classroom. Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Systems Theory broadens this understanding by recognising the powerful influence of family, school, community and wider societal factors on a child’s development. Piaget’s theory further explains that children construct their understanding of the world through developmental stages, and that experiences such as Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACEs) can significantly disrupt cognitive, emotional and social development.
In practice, schools apply these theories through structured behaviour policies, restorative approaches and trauma-informed support. The Positive Behaviour Policy and use of systems such as ClassCharts reflect behaviourist principles by reinforcing positive actions, while restorative conversations and targeted interventions demonstrate an awareness of developmental needs and environmental influences. Overall, understanding these theories enables professionals to respond to behaviour not simply as “good” or “bad,” but as communication shaped by experiences, development and context. This ensures that practice within schools supports both accountability and the wellbeing of every child.
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