ECIE4011: Exploring behaviours and interventions in the learning environment
Question: Discuss a range of factors that influence children’s behaviour (both positively and negatively) in a learning environment 

In this essay, I will explore a range of factors that influence children’s behaviour, both positively and negatively, within a learning environment. It will examine how environmental factors, such as classroom routines and whole-school behaviour policies, alongside personal characteristics, including emotional development and individual needs, contribute to the behaviour in educational settings. Understanding these influences is essential for creating an inclusive and effective learning environment that supports both academic progress and emotional wellbeing.
This essay will also consider a range of interventions used to promote positive behaviour, including rewards (such as sticker charts, ‘now and next’ boards, and choosing time) and consequences (for example, missing time from preferred activities). These approaches are closely linked to the work of behaviourist B. F. Skinner and his theory of Operant Conditioning, which suggests that behaviour is shaped and maintained by its consequences (Skinner, 1953). Behaviourism examines the role of environmental and external factors in influencing behaviour (Skinner, 1953).
In addition, this essay will explore the cognitive model, which highlights how children’s development occurs through innate characteristics and their own personal environment and  how this can affect  the way in which they interact with the world(Piaget, 1952). This perspective considers how a child’s developmental stage influences their thinking, understanding of consequences, and ability to regulate behaviour. By examining both behaviourist and cognitive theories, this essay will evaluate how behaviour strategies are implemented in schools and consider their impact on behaviour management and children’s overall wellbeing.
Skinner (1953) argued that behaviours followed by positive outcomes are more likely to be repeated, whereas behaviours followed by negative outcomes are less likely to recur. Within the classroom, this suggests that pupils learn how to behave based on the responses they receive from teachers and the wider school environment. For example, if a pupil completes their work and receives praise, rewards or positive recognition, they are more likely to repeat this behaviour in the future. This process is known as positive reinforcement (Skinner, 1953). Similarly, if disruptive behaviour results in sanctions, the behaviour may decrease because it is followed by an undesirable consequence.
From this perspective, behaviour in schools is viewed as observable and measurable, and it is shaped through reinforcement such as reward charts, award assemblies, certificates, removal of desirable activities, and effective behaviour policies (Skinner, 1953). Both desirable behaviours (for example, completing work, cooperating and following instructions) and undesirable behaviours (such as disruption, refusal or withdrawal) are learned responses influenced by reinforcement within the classroom environment (Skinner, 1953).
This highlights the important role of teaching staff in consistently reinforcing expected behaviours in order to encourage and promote a positive learning environment. Behaviour is therefore not random, but something shaped through interaction with the environment. However, if teachers are inconsistent in applying rewards or consequences, pupils may begin to test boundaries and may be less likely to comply with behavioural expectations (Skinner, 1953). 
From my experience working within a Learning Resource Centre, I have observed the impact on pupils who consistently meet behaviour expectations but do not receive the same level of positive reinforcement as those who display more challenging behaviour. In some cases, pupils who struggle to regulate their behaviour are offered higher-value rewards as an incentive to meet expectations. This aligns with B. F. Skinner’s theory of Operant Conditioning, which states that behaviour is shaped by reinforcement (Skinner, 1953). While the intention may be to reduce undesirable behaviour through positive reinforcement, consistently providing greater rewards to pupils who display challenging behaviour may unintentionally reinforce the idea that disruption leads to increased attention or reward.
As a result, pupils who regularly follow expectations but receive less recognition may begin to feel unfairly treated. According to operant conditioning principles, behaviour that is rewarded is more likely to be repeated (Skinner, 1953). If attention and high-value rewards appear to follow disruptive behaviour, other pupils may imitate this behaviour in order to gain similar reinforcement. This demonstrates how inconsistent reinforcement schedules can unintentionally strengthen unwanted behaviours rather than reduce them (Skinner, 1953).
Similarly, when consequences are applied repeatedly without teaching alternative behaviours, behaviour management strategies may become less effective. For example, a child who frequently grabs a toy instead of verbally expressing their needs may continue this behaviour if no alternative communication strategy is taught. From a behaviourist perspective, punishment alone does not teach a replacement behaviour; instead, positive reinforcement of an appropriate alternative response is required to shape new learning (Skinner, 1953). Without modelling an alternative strategy, the child is likely to continue using the behaviour that has previously enabled them to meet their needs.
Within Neyland Community Primary School, the behaviour policy closely reflects Skinner’s theory of Operant Conditioning, which suggests that behaviour is shaped through reinforcement and consequences (Skinner, 1953). The school’s main behaviour strategies are referred to as the ‘Five Pillars for Managing Behaviour’: consistent, calm adult behaviour; first attention for best conduct; relentless routines; scripting difficult interventions; and restorative follow-up (Neyland Community Primary School, 2025).
The emphasis on ‘first attention for best conduct’ reflects the principle of positive reinforcement, as pupils who are described as ‘ready, safe and respectful’ receive praise and recognition, increasing the likelihood that these behaviours will be repeated (Skinner, 1953). The consistent use of calm, scripted interventions and stepped sanctions demonstrates negative punishment, meaning undesirable behaviours result in predictable consequences, such as the loss of playtime, reducing the likelihood of recurrence (Skinner, 1953). Skinner (1953) stressed the importance of consistency in reinforcement, and the policy’s focus on ‘relentless routines’ and ‘absolute consistency in adult behaviour’ ensures that expectations and consequences are reliable, strengthening established behaviour patterns.
Furthermore, restorative follow-up and reflective dialogue provide corrective feedback, encouraging pupils to consider the impact of their actions and make appropriate future choices. This links to the cognitive perspective of Jean Piaget, who argued that children construct understanding through experience and reflection (Piaget, 1952). Children who are not supported to reflect on their behaviour may struggle to learn from mistakes and may continue to display inappropriate behaviours (Piaget, 1952). Restorative approaches support both behavioural regulation and cognitive development, while also ensuring relationships between pupils and staff are maintained. Overall, the system of rewards, sanctions and consistency closely aligns with operant conditioning principles by using reinforcement and consequences to promote desired behaviours (Skinner, 1953).
Nurture groups, such as The Haven at Neyland Community Primary School, provide a structured intervention to support positive behaviour in children who may not have experienced consistent emotional support at home. The school states, ‘At the heart of Neyland Community School is the attention to our young people’s health and well-being in order to allow them to fully access school life. This is achieved through class-based ELSA provision, a whole school trauma-informed and nurture approach’ (Neyland Community Primary School, 2025).
These groups create a calm, predictable and safe environment in which children can build trusting relationships with adults, engage in tailored learning experiences and develop social and emotional skills. By responding to children in line with their emotional and social development, nurture groups support learners to manage their emotions, and express feelings appropriately, reducing disruptive or withdrawn behaviour. From a cognitive perspective, this approach aligns with Piaget’s theory that children develop understanding through active interaction with their environment (Piaget, 1952). A structured and supportive setting enables children to process experiences, reflect on behaviour and develop problem-solving skills (Piaget, 1952).
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In addition, nurture groups apply principles from Skinner’s Operant Conditioning theory to reinforce positive behaviour (Skinner, 1953). Consistent reinforcement is used to encourage desirable behaviours, such as sharing, following instructions and expressing emotions appropriately. For example, children may receive praise or recognition when they demonstrate patience or cooperate during group activities, increasing the likelihood that these behaviours will be repeated (Skinner, 1953). Undesirable behaviours are addressed calmly, with clear boundaries and structured consequences, allowing children to understand the impact of their actions without damaging relationships.
In conclusion, children’s behaviour in educational settings is influenced by a combination of environmental factors, personal characteristics and wider social influences. This essay has demonstrated how classroom routines, school policies and staff responses shape behaviour through consistent reinforcement and consequences, as explained by Skinner’s Operant Conditioning theory (Skinner, 1953). It has also shown how cognitive development, as described by Piaget (1952), affects children’s ability to reflect, regulate behaviour and learn from experience. Interventions such as nurture groups, including The Haven at Neyland Community Primary School, provide structured and supportive environments that address both emotional and behavioural needs (Neyland Community Primary School, 2025). By combining theoretical understanding with consistent practical strategies, schools can promote positive behaviour, enhance wellbeing and create inclusive learning environments in which all children are supported to succeed.
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