Denise Barry	1502785	SJTA5007
Assignment - Using theory, critically discuss the challenges posed by internal and external factors on the learning environment.

Throughout this academic assignment the writer will be critically discussing the challenges posed by internal and external factors on the learning environment, alongside personal characteristics that can affect a child’s behaviour. This will include policies that have been designed to promote positive behaviour. Key theorists whose ideas underpin many of the policies used within schools will be discussed, for instance, Skinner (1953) whose reward theories have influenced behaviour policies within the education system as he believes actions equal consequences. 

A person who has been punished is not less inclined to behave in a given way; at best, he learns how to avoid punishment. Properly used, positive reinforcement is extremely powerful. (Skinner, 1974, p. 1)

Educators also believe that it is accepted that children must develop the process of learning, so they learn to think and this in turn helps their learning. This is the study of Developmental Psychology, which includes changes in behaviour related to age and ability (Blake & Pope, 2018). Underlying an understanding of behaviour, professionals who work with children must understand that children develop at different rates (Gardner & Shaw, 2009). This development can be split into SPICE that stands for Social, Physical, Intellectual, Communication and Emotional development (S.P.I.C.E., 2015). This development model can also interlink with internal and external factors on behaviour (Center for Incusive Child Care, 2011). For example a child may be developmentally delayed in their social skills due to an external factor, such as their parents not teaching them how to socialize with others; or an internal factor such as physical disabilities or neurological challenges (Peaston, 2011). The same can be looked at with all the strands of SPICE (2015), for instance a child with Communication delays may have these because of an external factor, where a child has not had a lot of interaction with adults. This could be down to a parent’s mental illness, or because the child has been placed in front of the television continuously due to the parent’s busy life style (Center for Incusive Child Care, 2011). Alternatively it could be an internal factor that is caused by Speech and language difficulties or Developmental lags such as cerebral palsy (Center for Incusive Child Care, 2011). 
Over the years there have been many theorists that have come up with theories on the reasons why children misbehave and how to manage their behaviour, in particular through the learning environment. Skinner (1953) came up with the theory of operant conditioning and operant behaviour. He used reinforcement both negative and positive by using a reward and punishment system. He believed that if a child realised that every action equals a positive or negative consequence, then they would learn that positive action would give them positive rewards (kidsdevelopment, 2016). He also believed that the process did not need to be repeated numerous times but that the response to familiar stimulus is immediate, these can be as simple as listening to friends and family, or taking advice to following laws and rules. Skinner (1953) also believed that this positive behaviour could still happen even if the child has never experienced consequences that were negative from disobeying. Skinner believed that if children’s behaviours have been rewarded, then they are more likely to happily repeat those behaviours whilst believing they are still in control. The converse is also true, sometimes a child who behaves negatively but gets a positive response, for instance shouting at them saying “if you stop having that tantrum I will buy you the doll you want, or take you to McDonald’s” the child will then see that behaving negatively will give them a positive response, they will then continue this behaviour (kidsdevelopment, 2016). This is often seen with children who throw tantrums to get their own way. Skinner’s theories can be criticised as there are some internal factors that can make a child more difficult to handle. For instance a child with attention deficit hyper activity disorder (ADHD) or autism may find it hard to follow or understand the reward system (McDonnell, 2011).
Recognised Additional Learning Needs (ALN) can be both an internal and an external factor on behaviour (Peaston, 2011). Some of the internal factors would be disabilities, medical needs or mental health and behavioural difficulties, whilst the external factors could include coming from an ethnic background for instance being part of the Gypsy and Traveller community, Looked after children (LAC), young offenders and children and families in difficult circumstance (Estyn, 2017). The theorist Mittler (2000) focused on social exclusion in education, Mittler (2000) states “most children who are underachieving and academically less able are also living in areas of social and economic disadvantage”. Levitas (2005) looked at social exclusion as a whole in society and recognised the impact of poverty and social exclusion on antisocial behavior, linking it to communities and not just individuals. Both these theorists looked at the external factors focusing on poverty and deprivation effecting the behavior of children that can affect the learning environment.

Maslow wanted to understand what motivates people to behave in certain ways (Boeree & Huitt, 2002). Maslow (1987) stated that people behaved in different ways depending on if their needs are being met. Maslow developed a five-stage model of needs called Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs pyramid. The first step on the pyramid is: Physiological needs, this is for things like water, food, air, sleep, shelter and warmth. The second step is Safety needs, Security, law/ boundaries, stability, protection. The third step is Love and belonging needs, the need for love and affection from friends, family and partners. The fourth step is Esteem needs, this is the need to feel achievement, independence, self-respect and respect from others. While the fifth and final step is Self-Actualization needs, this is the realization of your own potential and fulfilment (Boeree & Huitt, 2002). Maslow believed that you have to reach the lower level before you can move up the pyramid, living in poverty which is an external factor on a child’s behaviour means you may never reach your full potential, antisocial patterns of behaviour can result from a person’s needs not being met (Boeree & Huitt, 2002) For instance a child who comes to school hungry in the morning will be unable to concentrate until the physiological need of hunger is met, in the same way as a teenager goes to school with not enough sleep they would not be able to concentrate, this would be an internal factor that maybe brought on by an external factor (Center for Incusive Child Care, 2011). Maslow’s theories also explain other internal factors on why children behave, a child who has disorders like ADHD, Dyslexia or Autism may cope with the first step on the pyramid but may find difficulty with laws and boundaries, whilst often children with any mental health or physical disabilities may struggle with the fourth step, as self esteem can be easily damaged and not being able to reach their goals will affect their self-esteem; all these issues can effect a child’s behaviour (Dodge, et al., 2002). The same can be said about a child who is being bullied in school, not only will it affect a child’s self-esteem it can also affect their motivation in lessons. This could lead to depression and anxiety and could affect the child’s behaviour as they may become more angry and aggressive or more withdrawn (Web MD, 2017). Schools have different ways of providing support to enable all children to reach the steps on the pyramid including policies like the schools’ behavioural policy and anti-bullying policy, they also have an external agency checking on their performance along with programmes such as breakfast club and free school meals (A Comprehensive school, 2016). 

A child’s behaviour can also be affected by numerous external factors, situations and circumstances (Center for Incusive Child Care, 2011). Family is one of the highest influences (Gardner & Shaw, 2009). A child will behave the way they have been shown, this can be seen by how they interact with others. A child who has witnessed abuse may be more violent towards others either physically, or verbally whilst a child who has been shown to be respectful towards people may show more understanding and compassion (Evangelou, et al., 2009). This is reinforced by Piaget and Vygotsky who state that the adults are the key players in children’s active learning. This is because children learn by action and example, this is paramount to the children’s early behavioural skills (McLeod, 2015). However it is important for adults to understand that children think in different ways to them Piaget (1957) demonstarted that adults and children think diffrently from each other. Vygotsky (1978) believed that a child learns best from a skilful tutor such as their parent who models good behaviour and language skills. However not all parents have learnt the skills themselves from their childhood to pass on (Evangelou, et al., 2009). Another influence on children’s behaviour in the classroom is the children’s peers. This is especially accurate for children in primary schools, they will mimic good behaviours and bad. This can also be a way of getting attention as previously stated by Skinner (1953). Negative attention is better than them feeling they are not getting enough attention from their teacher or peers (Shure, 2017).
The learning environment as an external factor can affect a child’s behaviour (Read, et al., 1999). A bright, stimulating, educational environment can encourage the child to learn, whilst an under stimulating or even an over stimulating can be dull or confusing especially for children who are susceptible to the influences in their environment and the surroundings (Watkins & Durant, 1992). Children with Dyslexia, Autism, ADHD or other neurological internal factors will struggle with the class room being too bright, noisy or uncomfortable (Peaston, 2011). The temperature and size of the room can also play a factor in children’s behaviour as it can determine the focus of a child’s attention. Read, et al (1999) states that the physical environment can have an effect on the child’s mental health; this can stunt a child’s development and through his research he found that there was a definite link between a child’s behaviour and the physical educational environment.
Culture and religion are another external factor that can affect a child’s behaviour as different cultures and beliefs have different ideas and customs (Evangelou, et al., 2009). For example a child who is a Jehovahs Witness may not be allowed to celebrate Christmas or birthdays. This can make a child feel isolated, as previously stated, a child who is classed as an ethnic minority  is recognised as having an additional learning need (Welsh Government, 2015). Bronfenbrenner is a theorist who supports behavioural development incorporating external factors such as religion. He developed a bioecological system that puts the developing child in the centre (Learning Wales,2016b). He states that society influences the child’s behaviour whilst the family is the filter, but still the family is paramount and will have a significant external impact on the child’s development and behaviour (Bronfenbrenner, 1979). The family can help the child to socialize whilst providing a
safe haven from elements in wider society that can be detrimental to the child’s behaviour such as poverty that is recognised by Levitas (2005). The child is in the centre whilst the closest layer around the child is the microsystem (Bronfenbrenner, 1979). Learning Wales (2016) suggests that this layer is made up of mum, dad and siblings, school or playgroup. In fact, any environment where the child has personal experiences can have an effect on external factors, depending on whether the child has positive or negative influences. The next layer of the bioecological system is called the exosystem, this is where circumstances have a direct influence on the microsystem without the child having a direct experience, for instance the parents’ work or lack of it. The next level is the macrosystem (Bronfenbrenner, 1979) this is the largest category and includes the neighbourhood, culture, ethnic identity, the extended family and the larger economic and political system (Learning Wales, 2016). In contrast Evangelou, et al.(2009) only mentions the neighbourhood in the outer layer, however governments recognise their influence of this layer. Due to this theory of having the child as the main focal point, there have been initiatives that have been developed across Wales to ensure that children who are at risk receive additional help and support. To give every child the chance the National Assembly For Wales (2014) developed the Flying Start programme, which incorporates play and social skills supporting Vygotsky’s (1978) theories on social learning and Bronfenbrenner’s support systems. Flying Start was designed to help children from the most deprived areas across Wales predominantly improving their outcomes.  

All these theorists and theories, along with many others, are important to think about when determining the internal and external factors within a learning environment (Learning Wales, 2016a). The theorists and theories help us understand the reasons why children behave the way they do. Interlinking ideas from all theorists helps with understanding Internal and external factors. By also incorporating these factors within a school setting, it gives us an understanding and allows us to have a knowledge of how to handle the behaviours, helping to alleviate a few challenges posed by these factors. For instance, teachers, who can incorporate the theories of Piaget and Vygotsky into their teaching strategies, will be better able to increase student achievement (Blake & Pope, 2018)

In the traditional view: a person is free. He is autonomous in the sense that his behaviour is uncaused. He can therefore be held responsible for what he does and justly punished if he offends. That view. Together with its associated practices. Must be re-examined when a scientific analysis reveals unsuspected controlling relations between behaviour and environment (Skinner, 1974, p. 1).

 It is important to understand that every child is individual and develop at different rates (S.P.I.C.E., 2015) socially, physically, intellectually, communicatively and emotionally, and that sometimes internal factors mean that it is harder to manage the child’s behaviour whilst being impacted by the external factors. But with trial, error and consistency a degree of success is possible. Understanding why and how children grow and change, will help them to reach their full potential (Blake & Pope, 2018).
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