Discuss a range of factors that influence children’s behaviour (both positively and negatively) in a learning environment
This essay will discuss the variety of factors that can influence children and young people’s behaviour in a positive and negative light in a learning environment. It will also show an understanding of what influences children’s behaviour in learning environments, including their individual characteristics.
Behaviour is a way that children and young people communicate. There are many different definitions for behaviour which include the way someone reacts to a situation, which can be seen as positive or negative. Understanding someone’s behaviour is much harder than observing it. Behaviour is how someone acts. It is what a person does to make something happen, to make something change or to keep it the same. Behaviour is also a response to things that are happening internally and externally, including a person's thoughts and feelings and the environment around them (NSW Health, 2020). “Behaviour is defined as any observable action or reaction exhibited by a person in response to internal or external stimuli” (McLeod, 2024)). It is also a way in which children express their needs, feelings, and responses to their environment. It can be positive and a wanted behaviour, such as sharing, cooperating, or following instructions, or a negative and unwanted behaviour, such as aggression, disruption, or refusal to engage. Understanding behaviour helps educators identify why children act in a certain way and how to support positive learning outcomes for the learner.
There are a range of factors that influence a child’s behaviour, and these can include cognitive, biological and behavioural factors. Skinner believes if a child’s actions are followed by a positive outcome, they are likely to repeat the behaviour, but if there is a negative consequence it is unlikely to happen again (Skinner, 2015, p. 4). This is called the operant conditioning theory and shows that behaviour is influenced by environmental consequences (Skinner, 1953).
Skinner emphasised that “the consequences of behaviour determine the probability that the behaviour will occur again”, highlighting the core idea of operant conditioning, that reinforcement increases the likelihood of behaviour being repeated (Skinner, 1974). Skinner (1953) also believed there are four types of consequences: positive reinforcement, negative reinforcement, punishment and extinction. Positive reinforcement would involve receiving praise, free time or time doing something they enjoy for completing a task. Skinner (1953) believed this would encourage the learner to repeat the behaviour. Negative reinforcement would be not giving homework to the learner if they are able to work quietly in the classroom. Skinner (1953) also mentions punishment, where the learner would be given detention because of negative behaviour in the classroom. By using this consequence the behaviour could improve. The last consequence Skinner (1953) identifies is extinction, which means a learner's behaviour is decreased because it is no longer reinforced. For example, if the negative behaviour is ignored it may eventually stop.
Another factor which influences behaviour is the cognitive model, which suggests that behaviour is shaped by the way individuals think, interpret and process information. According to the cognitive approach, thoughts, beliefs and perceptions influence emotional and behavioural responses (Beck, 1976). For example, if a person interprets a situation as threatening, they are more likely to react with anxiety or aggression. Early negative experiences, such as adverse childhood experiences (ACEs), can affect brain development. The cortex is less likely to develop to its best ability, which is responsible for reasoning and impulse control, and the learner would find it hard to rationalise (Shonkoff, Garner and Siegel, 2012). When these cognitive and regulatory systems are not developed correctly due to stress, learners may struggle to manage situations in a calm and rational way. Instead, they may react in an unreasonable way, such as the fight-or-flight response. Therefore, the cognitive model highlights how behaviour is influenced not only by current thinking patterns but also by early experiences that shape cognitive development.
There is also a systemic model that is believed to influence a learner’s behaviour. This is when the learner is at the centre of the system. It is believed that if the quality of the system is not good enough and does not work, the learner will show more negative behaviour. For example, if a child is brought up in an environment where guardians do not shout and argue all the time, they are more likely to grow up behaving more positively. Bronfenbrenner (1977) proposed that a child’s development is influenced by a set of environmental systems that are arranged in layers, with each layer surrounding and interacting with the others. These layers represent different conditions that affect a child’s growth to varying degrees. 
Bronfenbrenner identified five key systems: the microsystem, mesosystem, exosystem, macrosystem and chronosystem. The microsystem is the environment closest to the learner and includes direct interactions with people such as family members, teachers and peers. The mesosystem is to do with the connections between different parts of the learner’s microsystem, for example the relationship between a learner’s parents and their school. The exosystem includes settings that the learner may not be directly involved in but that still influence their development, such as a parent’s workplace. The macrosystem represents the wider cultural and social values, beliefs and laws that shape the environments in which the learner grows up. Finally, the chronosystem relates to changes that occur over time, such as life events or historical changes that may affect the learner’s development. Because these systems are all connected, the influence of one system on a child’s development depends on how it affects other systems (Guy-Evans, 2025).
Every school setting implements behaviour management policies to support learners who show positive and wanted behaviour as well as negative and unwanted behaviour in the classroom. The policies are there to support every learner, the teaching staff and the additional learning needs staff in the school setting. School X quotes in the policy, “Good behaviour is a necessary condition for effective teaching to take place” (Adroddiad Elton, 1989, cited in Ysgol Gyfun Gymraeg Bro Myrddin, n.d.).
School X’(n.d.) policy follows Skinner’s conditioning theory by rewarding positive behaviour by praising the learner verbally in front of the rest of the learners. The learner may receive a certificate from the head of department and the parents or guardians are telephoned or sent a letter home to inform them of the learner’s positive behaviour (School X. n.d., p. 6). By doing this positive reinforcement, as Skinner believes, the learner will most likely repeat the behaviour. It would encourage the learner to demonstrate responsibility, cooperation and positivity (Skinner, 1974).
On the other hand, when negative and unwanted behaviour happens in School X, their policy states steps such as verbal warnings, moving within the classroom, extra homework, lunchtime or after-school detention or communication with parents may be used (School X, n.d., p. 6). These consequences are designed to reduce the negative and unwanted behaviour; this also links with Skinner’s principle of operant conditioning. By applying these policies consistently, the school staff link professional practice with evidence-based theory, creating an environment where positive behaviours are reinforced and negative behaviours are managed effectively. As a result, negative behaviours should lessen.
To conclude, this essay has discussed a range of factors that influence children’s behaviour in learning environments, both positively and negatively. Behaviour is shaped by individual features, cognitive processes, adverse childhood experiences and the wider systems surrounding the child, as highlighted by Skinner’s behaviourist theory, the cognitive model and Bronfenbrenner’s ecological systems theory. Positive behaviours can be encouraged through reinforcement, such as praise or rewards, while negative behaviours can be managed through consequences for example verbal warnings or detention. School policies that implement these strategies demonstrate how theory can be applied in practice. By following these behaviour management policies, schools can create an environment where positive behaviours are supported and negative behaviours are reduced. Understanding these factors enables educators to respond effectively to learners’ needs and support their development in a consistent, evidence-based way (Skinner, 1974; Guy-Evans, 2025; NSW Health, 2020).
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