
Using theory, critically discuss the challenges posed by internal and external factors on the learning environment.


This essay is going to identify the different internal and external factors on a child’s behaviour which pose challenges on the learning environment. These factors will be examined in order to determine what personal characteristics influence a child’s behaviour and what interventions can be put in place in order to promote positive behaviour. There is a wide range of literature on this topic and this will be used to evaluate what interventions can be recommended and what interventions have proved successful in researched evidence. This literature will be referenced appropriately where it is used. The aim of the essay will be to critically analyse what interventions have been successful on internal factors and external factors affecting a child’s behaviour, with a view to recommend strategies to promote positive behaviour. All parents and teachers are aware that there are a range of behaviours a child can display which are problematic. It is necessary to identify these behaviours and whether internal or external, or both factors, are affecting these behaviours. Once the types of behaviours are analysed it is then that interventions can be researched to find out what interventions can be put in place for the range of types of behaviour.

There is a range of behaviour which can affect a child’s learning. These behaviours can be categorised as three types; Pervasive Developmental Disorders, Disruptive Behaviour Disorders and Behaviour Problems. 
According to Phillip Kendall, ‘pervasive disruptive disorder is the phrase presently used to refer to severe psychological problems emerging in infancy’ 
(Kendall. P ,2000, page 135)

Childhood schizophrenia, autism, aspergers and tourettes are all examples of pervasive developmental disorders. These disorders also come under the umbrella of autism spectrum disorders. Autism spectrum disorders are internal factors which effect a child’s behaviour and depending on the specific diagnosis different interventions are appropriate. Autism can present itself in a range behaviour and individuals may also have learning disabilities, mental issues or other conditions meaning they will have unique support requirements.
 The National Autistic Society (NAS) defines autism as
‘a lifelong, developmental disability that affects how a person communicates with and relates to other people, and how they experience the world around them. ‘
 (NAS web site). 
An autistic child will appear to be in a world of its own and will not develop normal social skills, this could clearly be a barrier to his learning and could be seen as behaving badly, if not diagnosed, for appropriate interventions to be put in place. Within the autism spectrum disorder are also children with Asperger syndrome, like autism this is also a lifelong disability as it cannot be cured. Some pupils with Asperger syndrome have other issues which need different support. These children often are average or above average intelligence and therefore do not present the same learning problems that many autistic children have. 
 The key feature of Tourettes Syndrome (TS) are tics i.e. involuntary sound and movement. Children with TS often have one or more other conditions alongside, such as Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder, (ADHD), Obsessive Compulsive Disorder (OCD) and Anxiety. It is clear that teachers must have a clear understanding of the children’s individual issues in order to plan successful intervention strategies. 

Disruptive Behaviour disorders are both internal and external factors affecting a child’s behaviour and refer to a display of uncontrollable behaviour. ADHD is an example of a disruptive behaviour disorder. The symptoms of ADHD are inattention, impulsivity and hyperactivity.  It is important to understand that not all pupils displaying these features necessarily should be diagnosed with ADHD. In order for a child to be diagnosed with ADHD symptoms must have been present for at least six months, be clearly abnormal for the child’s age and have started before the child starts secondary school. A child with ADHD will cause problems both at home and school. If a child is diagnosed with ADHD a combination of interventions is used involving medication such as Ritalin combined with behaviour therapy. The important difference between ADHD and pervasive development disorders discussed earlier, is that ADHD symptoms can lessen as a child gets older and according to Cromer in Chapter 14 of Abnormal Psychology, ‘ between 35% and 60% continue to have ADHD as adults.’ Whereas, pervasive developmental disorders, cannot be cured as they are purely internal factors affecting the behaviour which would not respond to behavioural therapy. 
Where there are behavioural issues which are not accounted for by internal factors affecting the child it is important to be able to identify external factors which are significant in child development. A number of theories of child development have been published, which attempt to explain the influences on a child. During the early twentieth century, a concept known as behaviourism was common. The behaviourist thought all human behaviour can be explained in terms of environmental influences. John B Watson and B.F. Skinner were leading behaviourists and believed that development was considered a reaction to punishment, rewards and reinforcement. Behaviourists did not consider thoughts and feelings were involved. The theory which is concerned with the thought process is known as cognitive theory. Piaget’s theory of cognitive development looked at how thought processes influence understanding and how a child interacts with the world. Piaget is known as a constructivist, as his theory depicts children constructing knowledge from their own environment. He believed children progress through four stages of development. The stages are; the sensor motor stage from birth to two years, the preoperational stage, from two to seven years, the concrete operational stage from seven to eleven years and the formal operational stage from twelve years upwards. Piaget identified how children develop at each stage, Piaget’s theory identified how children reacted to their environment and develop in the four stages. Other psychologists have put forward other theories about how children learn. Like Piaget, the psychologist Len Vygotsky believed children learn through hands on experiences, he also stressed the importance of social interaction on the development of the child. It is clear that the environment is an important external factor on the developing child and certain experiences in the environment may display as behavioural problems. 
Recognising that the environment makes a difference in how a child learns and develops, means that the personal characteristics of a child are developed as a result of his immediate environment. These characteristics will therefore have an influence over a child’s behaviour. Until a child enters school the main influence will be the parents or carers of the child. The developmental characteristics of a child are usually into three areas, these are social, cognitive and language, and behaviour. Social characteristics refer to how a child, forms and maintains relationships. Cognitive and language means how a child thinks and communicates their thoughts. Behaviour, refers to how the rules and expectations of society are formed. If a child’s environment does not allow them to develop characteristics which follow the expectations of society then clearly undesirable pattern of behaviour could emerge in school. 
In order to improve the behaviour in the classroom there are a range of strategies which need to be considered. These strategies will be different according to the needs of the child, for example if the child is affected by internal factors which cause disruptive behaviour such as conditions like autism, aspergers and, tourrettes. A gifted child is also affected by internal factors. These strategies will be very different from interventions which can be put in place for pupils displaying behavioural issues which have developed due to external factors of the environment.
Strategies for pupils with autism involve both the teacher and pupil managing and understanding why issues occur rather than curing the condition. Pupils diagnosed with autism will present a range of symptoms to varying degrees meaning each pupil will have unique requirements and different interventions will be necessary. Common features of pupils with autism, are usually the desire for consistency in their environment and do not like any sudden changes. This could trigger a negative reaction, unless planned for. Some pupils with autism, have problems with communication and this can lead to frustrations if they are not getting themselves understood. Again, behavioural issues my express their frustration. Early intervention from the teacher should allow prevent the escalation of communication difficulties. It is possible to use rewards effectively with a pupil with autism providing the rewards are immediate and these will help the person feel positive about themselves.  Aspergers, is also a condition on the autistic spectrum, but these pupils will need different intervention techniques to manage their behaviour. Since they are often above average intelligence, they present different issues to a child with autism as they do not have the same learning issues. Aspergers pupils often have intense highly focussed activities. It will be important that a teacher is able to channel these interests and encourage rather than discourage the interest however unusual.  Other gifted children can also cause problems in the classroom. Being a gifted child is an internal factor which can affect behaviour. Generally, a gifted child is a child with an IQ over 130 and refers to the top 2% of the population. A gifted child may present a talent in any one or more of a range of learning styles. Seven learning styles categorised by Howard Gardner of Harvard, are as follows, Visual spatial, Kinaesthetic, Musical, Interpersonal, Linguistic and Logical-mathematical. All teachers must be aware that their pupils in a classroom fall into a range of categories and different styles of teaching should be employed to encompass all types of learners. In order to identify what defines a gifted child Robert Sternberg’s Triarchic theory describes three different types of intelligence a child can possess, these are practical, creative and analytical intelligence. A gifted child may display exceptional qualities in one of these three areas. It is often difficult to identify a gifted child as they sometimes seem isolated from the group and even try to mask their abilities and underachieve in order to fit in. This can materialise in poor behaviour. Once a gifted child is identified then successful interventions can be put in place. Examples of these interventions are, curriculum enrichment and modification, extension work as part of every lesson plan, accelerated programs and even moving into different year groups. The involvement and support of parents is also vital for interventions to succeed with a gifted child.
When external factors influence a child’s development to causing behavioural problems, there are a number of interventions which can be in place in order to promote positive behaviour.  Initially it is important for the teacher to look at both the organisation of their lesson and the classroom to identify what interventions will be successful. A child or class is choosing to misbehave for a reason, and it is the responsibility of the teacher to identify the reason and implement appropriate actions when weaknesses in classroom management are identified.
 The Ofsted Report of 2005 on Managing Challenging Behaviour, identified the following criteria for effective teaching and learning.

· The most effective teaching for learners with the most difficult behaviour is little different to that which is most successful for all groups of learners. 
· Learning is best when staff know pupils well and plan lessons which take account of the different abilities, interests and learning styles. 
· A positive classroom ethos with good relationships and strong teamwork between adults encourages good behaviour. 
· Late starts to lessons, disorganised classrooms, low expectations and unsuitable tasks allow inappropriate behaviour to flourish. 
· Pupils often react badly when staff show a lack of respect for or interest in them. 

Managing Challenging Behaviour (Ofsted) page 15


If a large group of the children is causing behaviour problems in the classroom it is likely that one or more of the above bullet points needs to be addressed. Estyn identifies that it is often the responsibility of the teacher to maintain high standards of delivery and organisation within the classroom. The layout of a classroom will also have a significant effect on behaviour and it is important the tables are arranged where the pupils can all be seen and have the opportunity to work in groups. Where behaviour problems are instigated by one individual, providing the individual has no internal factors affecting his behaviour, then the behaviour has been learned due to environmental influences. The teacher must then look for interventions that will involve the parents and carers and may also use rewards and sanctions in order to promote positive behaviour. Where rewards are used it is important for the teacher to make sure that the reward is valued by the pupil in order for the pupil to modify their behaviour to receive the reward. Appropriate rewards will vary according to the age and maturity of the children. Key Stage 4 pupils might respond to cinema vouchers whereas Key stage 1 pupils would be pleased with a gold star on their work. Again, as with all interventions parental support in important. The response from the parents and carers to the reward must be supportive and encouraging. 
The Elton report, stated the following about rewards and punishment 
[bookmark: 04] Rewards for pupils may include such things as commendations, merit marks and letters home. We believe that they should cover the broadest possible range of academic and non-academic achievements, for example group projects and community service. Telling parents about their children's achievements, as well as any behaviour problems, should be an important part of this system. We recommend that schools should strike a healthy balance between rewards and punishments and that both should be clearly specified.
Elton Report, An Enquiry into School Discipline (1989) page 101
The report reinforces the need for parental involvement and follows on to discuss that sanction must be understood by the school community. It is a requirement of the Welsh Government that all schools must have a school behaviour policy approved by the governors. Part of the policy must ensure a consistent approach of rewards and punishments. The Head Teachers and Governors of schools in Wales, must also by law, have a policy to prevent bullying amongst pupils. Bullying is a complex issue and again the effect of the environment can cause a child to become a bully. For example, they may have experienced a home where physical punishment is the norm or parents or carers lack warmth. Bullies often display defiance and commonly cause behavioural issues in the classroom. The victims can become isolated and insecure, this can affect both attendance and achievement. Schools must have a planned response to bullying which includes interventions such as improving awareness of teachers, ensuring change is happening in the classroom and providing opportunities for peer mediation and conflict resolution. 
In conclusion, the interventions which can be used to promote positive behaviour, will depend on whether the behaviour is a reaction to internal or external factors or both. Research has shown that disruptive behaviour due to internal factors must be planned for, and understood by the teacher. The teacher must be aware that the behaviour is part of the condition, whether it is Tourette’s or autism. The teacher therefore must be aware of the needs their pupil and implement preventative measures and coping measures in order to reduce escalation of behavioural incidents. When disruptive behaviour is as a result of external factors, the teacher will need to engage parents and carers in order to successfully implement the range of techniques discussed to promote positive behaviour. An understanding of the environmental effects on the individual will be essential to implement appropriate interventions for behaviour modification. Where there are wide ranging behavioural issues in the classroom it is important the teacher takes responsibility to critically analyse the management of their classroom and make appropriate changes in order to modify the behaviour of the group and promote positive behaviour. Sometimes behaviour is affected by both internal and external factors, such as ADHD. In this case it is necessary to use both medication to help with the condition, combined with interventions to modify behaviour.
 It is important to understand it is the child who is choosing to behave badly for a variety of reasons. It is the behaviour that is bad and not the child.  The route to promoting successful positive behaviour is achieved when teachers, parents and outside agencies are all working together with the child. 
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