Developing Effective classroom management: A critical reflection on theory, research and professional practice.


This essay will be looking at how effective classroom management can help and support the teacher and learners. Effective classroom management is not only about behaviour, and how to deal with behaviour issues, but the teachers understanding of emotions leading to the behaviours (Aldrup, K., Carstensen, B. and Klusmann, U. 2024. pp. 89–110). This essay will also critically analyse how classroom management has changed and has now become a more dynamic holistic role with many layers to it, such as theory and policy changes which have now changed the role of the teacher in the classroom (Trpin, A. 2023, pp. 39–51). Including a new report on behaviour challenged in Wales (Welsh Government, 2025).

 To those with no insight to a classroom management, would see negative behaviour as the main instigator. Using Operant conditioning (Akpan, 2025), Skinner’s theory was based on threatening pupils with a negative consequence to conform them into the behaviour expected. This theory can be seen as outdated or could be damaging to the pupil if not used correctly alongside positive reinforcement. This theory could create a negative classroom environment if used incorrectly within a negative environment. However, if used as a reinforcer of positive behaviour, it can help and supports a child. Fatima. et al (2023), suggests that positivity and consistency is the key to ensure that Skinner's theory is a positive addition to a classroom.

Another behaviourist Englemann (Englemann and Calrne 1991), suggests that clear instruction is the key to classroom management   Engelmann’s Direct Instruction approach supports effective classroom management through clear teacher-led instruction, structured routines and high levels of pupil engagement, which can reduce uncertainty and off-task behaviour. However, whilst this approach can create a calm and predictable learning environment, critics argue that its highly structured nature may limit learner autonomy, creativity and opportunities for pupil-led learning, meaning it may not meet the needs of all learners or classroom contexts.


The way the brain processes learning, problem solving and reasoning in different stages of development can really show within a classroom. A classroom full of pupils can all be at different cognitive stages of learning. To be an effective classroom manager, the practitioners must deliver appropriately planned and differentiated tasks.  While cognitive development theory supports differentiation by encouraging teachers to adapt learning to individual developmental needs, it is questionable whether one teacher can effectively differentiate for every learner in a diverse classroom, particularly where there are significant variations in ability, learning needs and available resources (Tomlinson, 2014). However, this should be done to comply with the ALN Code Wales (Welsh Government, 2021)

 As a result, secondary schools often separates pupils in maths for example, into sets, giving those with a higher cognitive function the best chance to success (Menon, 2025). This also suggest that those at a different slightly lower stage of cognitive development can learn in a way that is slower and more engaging to their way of learning.  Teaching to the stage, not age of the class. 

Whereas Bandura (1977), believed that having good role models is the key to learning, yet Ausubel (1968), believed in that you cannot learn something new without building on the prior knowledge you have already learned, (Guy-Evans, 2024). Which is good classroom management practice, in order for a class to run smoothly, they must first understand the teaching and learning being delivered.   Best practice is if both these theories working together (Karmakar, 2026, p355–361), ensuring high standards of cognitive development and learning, as these are a key aspect to classroom behaviour. 

Humanist theory is one that is underpinned by safety, empathy and trust(Maharani, Faiz, and Afendi, 2025). Without positive relationships and knowing their learners well, there is little foundation to build a positive and an effective classroom relationship. Building up the classroom to be a place where pupils feel safe, not judged, can change the classroom dynamic. Knowing the pupils well will help, as Matus (2010) and Estyn (2026), suggest, "building respectful relationships to create a learning culture" School life is a culture of its own, what is created within that environment can shape a child for a lifetime. As Ginott (1972) suggests, teachers create the climate in their classrooms. Ensuring boundaries, trust and respect for each other is the foundation to any positive relationship. It can support a learning environment that a child can thrive in, meeting the basic needs of learners and ensuring their readiness to learn (Maslow, 1943).

The Welsh Government (2025), have also realised that a new approach may be needed in secondary schools. Extra support within the school setting for restorative and holistic approach, creating a more positive environment. The engagement on of pupils is significantly different since the covid pandemic, yet classroom management has not changed. This new report reflects on the changes and suggests extra support in secondary school and a specialist within each local authority. Meaning extra support for those in the classroom, however without extra funding and money going into the education, there are limitations on how each school can afford a learning coach role without it effecting the already stretched school budget. 

The reflective part of this essay will use Gibbs Reflective Cycle (1988).
Within a Key Stage Four class, pupils were researching a topic for their Sweet booklet. There was a discussion on this topic within class; looking at different websites and where to access information. The pupils were asked to create a poster on this. Most of the pupils began and started to look for research, looking at the board for hints on what to search for, then began creating their posters. One pupil sat staring at the screen swinging on her chair and chewing on her pen, a sign of being disengaged and overwhelmed. This happens when " total amount of processing requirements exceeds the limited capacity of human working memory" (Brünken, Seufert, and Paas. 2010 p181-202).

This was distracting the rest of the class by her talking, saying she did not understand, was not going to do it, and I did not get it. She would not look for any research; she was not interested in what was on the board and she did not know how to start doing the task (Breisacher, 2025). This behaviour started to distract other pupils within the class, and they would slowly become disengaged too.
To help and support this pupil I decided to work on some relationship building and well-being. To start with, I sat next to her and asked her what was wrong. Again, she said she did not get it. So, I used the modelling theory (Rumjaun. and Narod. 2025), to help and support her. We looked at the question again, asking, how could we find out more about this? Where do you think we can get that information from? Now, how should we make this creative? (Fan. and Cai. 2022) meaning the task will be more interactive, creative and engaging. Breaking the task down into smaller manageable tasks, which helps focus and make the task more interesting.

Each time she produced something. I made a note of it and a different colour pen on a separate piece of paper, to support with the poster making.  This technique supports visualisation and supports with cognitive load (Schwamborn, Thillmann, Opfermann, and Leutner, 2011). This way she had those notes in front of her. Each time she searched something new, I suggested she opened a new tab. This way, we did not lose what we had already discussed. I helped her produce a title and left her to it. Checking in on her every now and again. Each check in, I rewarded her with praise, (Bandhu, Mohan, Nittala,  Jadhav, Bhadauria, and Saxena, (2024), which I did with everyone else in the class as I checked on their work, so nobody felt left out. Using positive enforcement to help keep the pupils engaged.

Furthermore, having hints and tips on the board was very helpful for the pupils. Differentiating the work for those who need it and a reminder once completed of what is expected to be on the poster. This worked well for them, as every now and again they glanced up at the board to see if there was anything there to help them. 
I do think I may have overloaded this pupil (Brünken, Seufert, and Paas. 2010 p181-202), who was struggling. At one point I could see that she was not processing the information. Looking back, however, I did not do anything about it. I just thought it was on the board, there for I could speak to her afterwards. This, I think, led to poor engagement and then lack of understanding and a reluctance to start the task.

For future practise, before this point, if I see that somebody is not understanding, which should be obvious by their body language and that their behaviour is about to change (Kucuk, 2023). I will stop what I am doing, check for understanding within the group, this way I am not signalling anyone out to check for understanding, while giving the pupil the processing time needed to understand. If the pupil is still having difficulty, I will help and support them personally to get back onto the task. This would be a better strategy to ensure everybody is fully engaged. Also use a differentiated worksheet or give a sticky note with bullet points for scaffolding, if needed (Puntambekar, 2022).
Supporting attention and engagement within the lesson, avoiding the that negative behaviour that was experienced at the beginning of this lesson.  By putting this into practice for the next lesson will help ensure that there is no cognitive overload, that there is support for each pupil from the high achievers to those, who need scaffolded support.  

In conclusion, after exploring behaviourism, humanism and cognitivism within the classroom, effective classroom management is not hinged on just one theory, but several (Vohra, and Childs, 2025). Including ones that have not been mentioned within this essay. Classroom management is not just about behaviour, but also the health and wellbeing of the pupils, their emotions. Ensuring that the bottom layers of the hierarchy of needs are met before any other additional learning needs and academia.


[bookmark: _Int_B2o2r0M7][bookmark: _Int_8uYDHx8W] For an effective classroom management, it is possible that maybe a balance of all theories, is what may be needed to support the pupils, keeping them engaged and a good attitude towards their learning. All of this is pinned on the teacher, thought the government policies and legislations, and schools policy, how they uphold their classrooms standards, structure and recognition of positive reinforcement. Understanding why a behaviour may happen, how to prevent this or how to take the holistic approach towards the behaviour of the pupil.  
Furthermore, being able to differentiate a task for one pupil but extending the task for another. All while underpinning the health and wellbeing of pastoral care.  Above all, possibly having a good understanding of your pupils, for a child centred approach, along with a good understanding of all relative theories to the classroom is key to effective classroom management. 
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