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Using theory, critically discuss the challenges posed by internal and external factors on the learning environment.
This assignment will discuss what behaviour is, the factors that influence it and the effects it has in learning environments and everyday life. It will discuss the internal and external influences and link these with the views of different theorists and critically assess how the changing world may play a part, now and in the future, of theoretical views in practice.
The Oxford Dictionary defines behaviour as ' The way in which one acts or conducts oneself, especially towards others.’ (Oxford Dictionaries, 2018). Children with challenging behaviour exhibit behaviours that confront parents, teachers and carers. The child is not a problem waiting to be fixed but their behaviour shows that something is not working and that there is a need or communication problem that needs further exploration (Scope, 2018). A child’s behaviour may be challenging because the aggression they display will cause harm to themselves or others or damage to property. The child may touch others inappropriately, be unable to follow rules and instructions or may be unaware of potential dangers that could lead to them harming themselves accidentally. Internal and external factors such as learning disabilities, cognitive development and the environment surrounding them can lead children to develop certain behaviours. (Scope, 2018).
The behaviour of children is affected by a number of Internal and External factors and sometimes a combination of both. Pervasive developmental disorders (PDD) are internal factors which are genetic and affect brain functioning and development. 
Conditions include Autism, Tourette’s and Schizophrenia and the child has no control over some of the behaviours they may exhibit. The child’s behaviour can be severely affected (Uwtsd handout, 2017). PDD are developmental disorders which can impair social interaction and communication and lead to the child having a restricted spectrum of interests, such as in autistic children. Children with PDD can experience language delay and behaviour problems. (WHO, 1993)
External factors that affect behaviour are a consequence of the environment that surrounds the child and the environmental factors appear to affect the different levels of challenging behaviour particularly in children who have poorer expressive or verbal communication skills (University of Birmingham, 2018). Children’s behaviour can be affected by hunger, poverty, their living environments and bereavement. They may not be able to or want to explain the reasons for their behaviour as they may have witnessed or be a victim of abuse, neglect or domestic violence (Forest Schools, 2017). American psychologist Abraham Maslow strived to understand what motivated people to fulfil certain needs. His research culminated in his Hierarchy of Needs Theory which suggested that the basic needs of a person, which include food, drink, shelter and sleep must be satisfied before they are able to progress (McLeod, 2014). Maslow’s theory has made a huge contribution to classroom management since its conception and experience of working in an educational environment has shown that there is usually a reason behind challenging behaviour and the first place to start looking is to ensure the basic needs of the child have been met because if they have not been, the child’s learning and behaviour will be seriously impacted. Children need to feel emotionally and physically safe, valued and supported before they can progress academically (McLeod, 2014). 

With experience of working in the education system and as a mother it is evident that young children are hugely influenced by what they see and hear in the home they live in and in the environment around them. Their thinking skills or cognitive development is affected by their surroundings, teachings and the way they are brought up. If the child lives in a home that experiences domestic violence they may believe that shouting, screaming and hitting is acceptable in school too, because it is normal to them. Any rewards or sanctions given in school must be continued in the home environment otherwise schools have to start afresh every day and that is why it is vital to work with parents as much as possible as they may need support just as much as their children. Some parents may believe that supplying a child with material items such as the latest technology or designer clothes is showing they care but a study by Swedish psychologists in 2013 showed that true happiness lies in close, warm relationships and not in material wealth. Money does not by happiness (Daily Mail, 2013) although others may argue that it can help in broadening childhood experiences by funding holidays to foreign countries or extra-curricular activities such as music lessons and membership of sports or dance clubs.
As well as specific internal or external factors affecting behaviour, Disruptive behaviour disorders can be a combination of both. Turgay (2004) suggests that a person’s behaviour can be affected by a combination of genetic and environmental factors such as in children with Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD) or Oppositional Defiant Disorder (ODD). He suggests that in children and adolescents with these disorders, aggression, both verbal and physical, is common and that these children have an increased potential for developing a further variety of disorders in adulthood including antisocial personality disorder and obsessive compulsive disorder. Children with ADHD may have several pieces missing from their learning and that can affect their ability and their behaviour. 
He adds that ADHD, can be successfully treated in children with the appropriate medication and furthermore if the child and their family has effective support to build up the child’s coping and social skills, then they will be equipped to maximise their educational potential and improve their self-image and self-respect. In a school environment it is important that children with ADHD are allowed time to process information and that any information they have missed is explained and reinforced. The use of fiddle toys can work to help them focus as can using simple clear instructions and using the child’s name first when asking a question of them. Over time many theorists have studied cognitive development in children and the effects it has on their ability to learn. Pathways in the brain are continually forming from the time of conception and from birth onwards children learn through the interaction with others, through play and the opportunities and information that they are provided with (Meggitt, 2012). By looking at the ways in which children learn, effective teaching practices can be devised to promote positive learning experiences for everyone. 
Psychologist Lev Vygotsky’s Theory of Cognitive Development focusses on social interactions playing an important part in development with experiences and information being shared, considered and then developed (Study.com, 2018). He said skills passed on from older generations and limitations put on solitary learning were essential for cognitive development and that knowledge is constructed through the tools of language (explanation, description, rhymes and songs), thought, play and imagination. Vygotsky believed that if another child or adult provided guided learning and support, or scaffolding, as he referred to it as, which was tailored to the learner’s individual needs, it would reinforce their learning if it was given at the appropriate time (McLeod, 2014). 
An example of his theory in practice would be if a young child is given a jigsaw puzzle but no guidance on what to do with it they might spend a little time playing with the pieces but have no idea that the pieces go together. 
With help, guidance, explanations and visual cues for finding the right pieces, the child will learn how to put the puzzle together with help and then at a later stage and with new puzzles they will be able to put the pieces together on their own because their cognitive development has been reinforced. (Teaching Times, 2008).
Evidence of Vygotsky principals can be seen in educational settings through the use of reciprocal teaching used to improve pupil’s ability to learn from text (Reading Rockets, 2017). The teacher models or scaffolds an activity and then they guide pupils, through group discussions to promote their comprehension of what is being read, through summarizing, questioning, clarifying and predicting. Settings also often have mixed ability classes, a further adaptation of Vygotsky’s theory that more advanced peers can assist less advanced pupils in collaborative learning (Schaffer, 1996). The use of Vygotsky’s theories in a classroom setting can help manage behaviour (Educational Psychology, 2011) as it has been personally experienced when working in mixed ability mathematic classes in a local secondary school. Firstly, teacher to pupil interactions take place to give the pupils an understanding of the task they are to work on. Students are given responsibility for their own learning after the teacher has gone through the first problem with the entire class to give them a solid understanding. Secondly, the teacher or learning support assistant will assist anyone struggling with a particular concept while the remainder of the class tackle the next problem either individually or in small groups to allow the children to build knowledge together. Only when all the pupils are confident, do the children go ahead and work to complete the remainder of the task. With a structured classroom routine, known expectations in classroom behaviour and a fair and consistent teacher, the class is a model one, across all age ranges and teachers throughout the school strive to achieve the same levels of classroom management, behaviour, pupil interest and interaction. 
When we give children the power to decide and ownership for something they will respect it (Children’s Commissioner for Wales, 2017). This has been witnessed recently when a class of year 7 children were given the responsibility by their teacher of organising Secret Santa Christmas presents for their class. The children agreed on the maximum spend for the presents, secretly assigned people to give gifts to named people and decorated an area of the classroom where the gifts would be kept in the week up to the gift distribution date. It was seen that although the class was an eclectic mix of children with different personalities, learning difficulties and behaviour issues, at the end of the week all the gifts remained under the tree and had been totally respected by every child as the whole class had been involved in the organisation.
In comparison to Vygotsky, Jean Piaget was a Swiss psychologist who published his own Theory of Cognitive Development. He didn’t believe that anyone was born with a fixed level of intelligence and he ignores the importance of social factors in cognitive development. He suggested that when new things were learnt by a person they must adapt the information to fit in with the knowledge they already had through either Assimilation which is where they would sort what they learn into pre-existing categories, or schemas as Piaget referred to them, or through Accommodation where the person changes the schema to enable them to accept the new information by categorising and labelling things as they learn what they are through trial and error and by experimenting (Piaget, 1997). When a new experience doesn’t match an existing schema, things become unbalanced and the child needs to Accommodate, by altering their perception of how things work, to enable them to restore the balance (Psychology4a, 2017). Knowledge is gained through the interaction of their personal experiences and the stage of development they are at (Shaffer and Kipp, 2013). 
Piaget’s Nature and Nurture Theory combines Adaptation, where children learn from themselves by adapting to their environments with Organisation where they watch others and learn from what they do although it is not always the case that the watched person is doing the right thing therefore some learnt behaviours could be wrong. Piaget’s cognitive development theory proposed four different stages of development from birth to adolescence and adulthood. He said children build an understanding of the world around them by using what they already know and combining that with what they go on to discover (Wadsworth, 2004). Although he said no stage can be missed out he said that some children will never attain the later stages (Piaget, 1945). In the modern world children are at risk of being over protected and smothered as the blame and claim culture leaves people too scared to take or allow risks to be taken and this may stunt the rate at which children develop and learn.
It can be argued that Piaget’s development stages are not universal across all cultures though. In the 1990’s studies found that Aborigine children advanced through Piaget’s stages slower and Dasen suggested that this may be because they were less exposed to technological influences (Dasen, 1994). In the school environment, if children aren’t at the right stage for the class they are in, they will struggle to learn and sometimes this manifests into challenging behaviour as the child becomes frustrated and tries diversion tactics to distract from the problems they face. When a person learns they build a wall of knowledge, brick by brick into a solid structure, layer upon layer but sometimes there are missing bricks which make the learning process harder. Autistic children may be better suited to Piaget’s theory as they are active learners and the skills they need cannot always be taught but must be discovered to reinforce learning pathways in their brains. They need a more personalised, inclusive way of learning which is built on a mutual respect forged between the learner, teacher and teaching assistants. 
Personal experience has shown that sometimes, by simply finding a way of incorporating the autistic child’s fixation or special hobby into the subject work area, this can be enough to maximise their potential. An education system that focusses on learning rather than results would be more beneficial to autistic learners and indeed to others with learning disabilities (McLeod, 2015).
To conclude, the ideas of psychologists such as Piaget and Vygotsky have influenced many education initiatives and policies such as the introduction, in 2011, of the Foundation Phase in Wales, Play has been established as the key way in which children learn (DfE, 2010). One criticism would be that although the Foundation phase has had a positive impact on how pupils learn (BBC, 2014), concern has been expressed that it doesn’t prepare children adequately for their education in later years and the examinations processes that follow. Neither Piaget or Vygotsky’s theories can work alone, they both need external influences and both of them agree that as the child makes sense of the world, their mind develops (Moon and Mayes, 1994). Over the next decade Vygotsky will become more prominent in the technology dependent society we live in. Face to face social interaction appears to be taking a back seat in the busy lifestyles that people lead. In an ever changing world, where the thirst for social media, chat room gaming, mobile phone apps and internet dating, is high, the lack of language development is becoming apparent in young children (The Communication Trust, 2017) and indeed across all age ranges and there will be a greater emphasis placed of the development of language skills. Language will be pushed to the forefront as families will be encouraged to make a determined effort to put the technology away at the dinner table and interact, talk and play with their children to help develop the skills they need instead of be preoccupied with their phones when pushing their children’s pram. 
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