Summarising behaviour is quite a complex task to undertake due to the vast reasoning behind differing behaviours shown by individuals. This assignment will explore the challenges faced by many children and young adults in regard to the way they react and behave within their learning environment and how schools subsequently deal with such individuals. The writer will research what the theorists say about the internal and external factors which influence ones behaviour and critically discuss what reinforcements are recommended. She will also compare the behaviour recognised as a result of an external factor to that of an internal factor and how they interfere with children’s cognitive development. Children’s behaviour within the classroom is increasingly causing concern amongst parents, teachers, education professionals and the government. Academic standards, attendance and most importantly children’s wellbeing are all a cause of concern in today’s society.   
Cognitive processes control our memory, attention, perception of the world around us through stimuli received from our senses, thoughts, language and the ability to incorporate new information to learn (Cognifit, 2018). All of which determine what we “know” in regard to processing information that sculpt our intellectual development from the experiences we encounter as children. It is also a contributor in regard to our behaviour and the way we show emotion. A psychologist named Jean Piaget was the first to study the cognitive development in children back in the 1920’s, he believed that babies are not born with a fixed standard of intellect and that intelligence improves as they get older. He researched into how childhood experiences impact on development, how children build ‘mental maps’ to understand and respond to the physical experiences within their environment. He took for granted that children would learn independently and based his theory on four main stages of aged development (Boeree, C.G, 2006) whereby children learn significant skills at certain ages. This conceptual theory is known as Piaget’s Stage Theory; the first of these stages is the Sensorimotor period – from birth to 2years, next comes the Preoperational period- 2years to 7years, thirdly the Concrete Operational period 7years to 11years, and finally the fourth stage- the formal operational period from 11years and onward,(Woolfolk, 2005,Shaffer and Kipp, 2009,Van Blerkom, 2011). Though he saw the stages as approximate, he was convinced the stages came in order, believing that cognitive development is an inevitable process; ‘as the brain matures the thinking matures, and the understanding increases’ (Oakley, 2004, p.15). This theory however does not take into account internal factors that affect children’s processing and learning development.
Although Piaget did not concentrate on education his work has influenced how the school curriculum was transformed as far as teaching children appropriate tasks in accordance to their developmental stage (McLeod, 2015). Children are naturally active learners but if they do not get appropriate interaction or encouragement then their learning will be hindered. Behaviour is also affected because children learn from experiences and role models within their environment. Piaget ignored negative social or external factors because all of his research were on children from high class well educated families therefore his theory would not work with a child from a deprived back ground, where children are not interacted with appropriately (Cherry, 2017).
The Russian psychologist Lev Vygotsky (1896-1934) on the other hand concentrated more on social development and the internal and external influences, he stated “ Every function in a child’s cultural development appears twice: first, on the social level, and later, on the individual level; first between people and then inside the child”. (David, 2014. No page). He was interested in studying children and people from traditional cultures and those with disabilities, thus considering society in a complete way (Lourenco, 2012). His emphasis on ‘scaffolding’ and collaborative learning through play has contributed greatly to the formation of the foundation phase (Veraksa and Sheridan, 2018), children interact with each other as well as adults using language to coordinate ideas and problem solve. All of which significantly develops children’s cognitive abilities and social interaction skills subsequently improving behaviour and respect for one and other. Some children only gain such skills within the learning environment.      
Cognitive development continues throughout our lives, as we mature biologically and interact with the people around us as well as our environment. However a child’s cognitive development can only mature if a child is brought up and cared for in a loving family environment where all of the child’s needs are met according to Albert Maslow’s hierarchy of human needs (Maslow and Frager,1987). Unfortunately it is becoming more and more common that children are being faced with situations where their basic needs are not being met, therefore they are unable to progress further and then face social and psychological difficulties. Babies and children are fully dependent on their parents or caregivers and learn from what they see and hear within their environment. When a child is surrounded or subjected to some form of abuse, poverty, family breakdown or bereavement their cognitive and developmental progress and behaviour is dramatically affected, these factors are known as external and are unfortunately on the increase because of society as it stands. 
Poverty affects children in many ways, emotionally, physically and socially; all of which have an adverse effect on attainment and behaviour. Research carried out by the Welsh Government Wellbeing Monitor (2015) show that children living in poverty underachieve at school and have a negative attitude towards education therefore go on to become underachieved adults, low paid because of a lack of skills or unemployed and welfare dependant. Many also go on to live a life of crime. A report carried out by the Association of Psychological Science highlighted that poverty traps individuals in a socioeconomic pit that is extremely difficult to escape from therefore it stretches for generations. It has suppressing effects on individuals’ cognitive development (Sleek, 2015) John Bowlby (1907-1990) analysed the effects of maternal deprivation whereby a breakdown in attachment before the age of two has an adverse effect on an individual’s behaviour and mental health (McLeod, 2007). According to Bowlby, the consequences of a baby not experiencing a ‘natural’ bond with his primary caregiver/mother are long term and will influence how that child develops future relationships. It can be the cause of some children’s misbehaviour, aggression, reduced intelligence and depression; traits associated with problematic children. Initiatives such as Flying Start can help families but it is not compulsory. Schools therefore have a duty to recognise such children and guide them appropriately with counselling, behaviour support and learning support.

Psychologists have tried to understand how the human brain processes information in order to learn for many years and before the 1950’s behaviourists such as Burrhus Frederic Skinner and Edward Thorndike believed that humans and animals learn in the same way.  McLeod, S. A. (2007) cited that Thorndike discovered that learning was achieved by association and consequences. 
“Edward Thorndike put forward a “Law of effect” which stated that any behavior that is followed by pleasant consequences is likely to be repeated, and any behavior followed by unpleasant consequences is likely to be stopped.” (Simply Psychology, 2007. No page).  
Both Thorndike and Skinner concentrated on observational behaviours in controlled laboratories and concluded that humans learn from their surrounding environment and responded to stimuli just like animals such as rats, cats and dogs. In the learning environment students react to the sound of the bell to know that it is break time or next lesson. Following his research B.F Skinner began to concentrate more on behaviours and introduced operant conditioning and shaping which largely applies to the learning environment and management rather than the actual content being taught (McLeod S, A. 2015). Following on from Thorndike’s work Skinner found that giving rewards promoted positive behaviour and consequential punishment reduced the occurrences of negative behaviour. He reformed the “Law of Effect” to “Reinforcement”.
Operant conditioning is used in the classroom to help children behave and learn more effectively. The main purpose of operant conditioning is that children behave in a positive way and therefore are rewarded for acceptable behaviour. Through this the child then associates the positive behaviour with a reward and negative behaviour has consequences. Therefore within the learning environment it has been proven that when positive reinforcement is implemented, behaviour improves because children thrive on positivity and pleasant rewards (The Skinner Approach, No date). In the writers experience the use of a reward chart has worked extremely well whilst working with a young girl with Down syndrome because she thrives on praise, she has learnt to learn from her mistakes and understands that there are consequences for unacceptable behaviour. Down syndrome is classed as an internal factor in regard to how a child develops within a learning environment, children with Down syndrome are cognitively delayed but that does not mean that they cannot learn, they simply learn at different stages. Other conditions such as Attention deficit hyperactivity disorder (ADHD), Autism, Tourette’s and Asperger are all conditions which prove to be both challenging to the child and teacher. 
Examples of operant conditioning in the classroom are the use of stickers or stars (more so for Primary aged children) which are given to children in acknowledgement of “good” behaviour, rewards such as snacks, small gifts and privileged activities are given in a system known as “Token Economy” (McLeod, S.A 2015). It is extremely important however that the teacher is consistent with the system and does not favour certain pupils whilst ignoring others. In the experience of the writer it is more often than not, the individuals who rarely gain tokens/rewards that are the ones in need of significant attention because of underlying behavioural issues. The traffic light system uses both positive and negative reinforcement, it is used as a whole class initiative whereby each child’s name or picture is placed on the green light for good behaviour at the start of the day. If a child misbehaves in any way or breaks the classroom rules, they would then be placed on the orange light and may lose five minutes of their play time, if they misbehave again they would then go on the red light and could lose all of their play time. In certain situations depending on severity of the behaviour the child may be taken to the Headmaster to discuss the problem and parents are contacted. Some would agree that this system works well within the classroom environment as the whole class and visitors to the class are able to see how well the children behave and work. However the visitor is also made aware of any child that has misbehaved through looking at the traffic lights. The writer disagrees with this; if a child has an unrecognised internal or external factor which is contributing to his/her unruly behaviour then this form of negativity will only contribute further to the feeling of hopelessness, low self-esteem and confidence. Even though the children start each individual day on the green light, putting the previous day behind them, the “problematic” child will lose the desire to gain rewards because the negativity of always being on the red light will overpower him/her. The writer does agree that this system works well for the majority of the children in primary school classrooms because children enjoy their playtime, and associate misbehaving with losing their free time. Other systems that can be used are collecting stars throughout the week and the group that collects the most stars get too choose the area they want to play in during their ‘golden time’ at the end of the week. This system can also be used to promote reading, writing and mathematical development and not only for behaviour as it can be used as an all-round learning approach. Such behaviour systems can be adapted for secondary school aged children whereby activity days are encouraged. Punishment for bad behaviour such as removing rewards or sticker’s has its own problems and should not be confused with negative reinforcement, it can cause an increase in aggression and add to undesirable behaviours cited in Simply Psychology, 2015.
Theorists are also critical when using punishment, they believe that using reinforcement for positive behaviour is more effective than using punishment for negative behaviour. Thorndike and Skinner’s behaviour studies were carried out in laboratories on animals and although much of their finding make sense as far as the use of operant condition is concerned, they simply cannot be compared to a human’s everyday environment. According to Saul McLeod (2015) many other psychologists also disagree with the studies because of the shear physiology difference; animals cannot show reasoning, emotion, patience or memory. As mentioned earlier operant conditioning only works with some individuals as it fails to acknowledge any internal or inherited factors which sometimes have an enormous effect on a child’s learning, development and subsequently behaviour. 
If children do not get significant care or gain important childhood experiences at home then school is the only place where some children learn the meaning of stability. Schools can and do make a difference to children’s lives, not only educationally but teaching children how to be happy, confident and independent adults. Classroom management has proved to be highly important and makes a difference to a child’s attitude towards school life. A dark gloomy uninviting classroom will lower motivation of any child let alone a child with an internal or external reason for bad behaviour. However if teachers greet their students at the door to the classroom, that immediately enforces a good vibe, simple but effective. Teachers need continuing support and guidance from senior management on how to deal with unruly students, especially in secondary school (C.C.C, No date). Teachers need to promote positivity within the classroom and praise children. The classroom walls should be colourful with examples of classwork, this boosts children’s confidence and self-esteem; especially “young Jac” that tends to struggle to stay on task and misbehaves because it’s easier than working. All because mum has left home, dad is an alcoholic and he is left to fend for himself most days and nights. A friendly happy teacher would boost his motivation and self-esteem, Whole school initiatives such as SEAL teach children how to manage their feelings, it promotes positive behaviour and improves learning. SEAL can be taught within a nurture group aimed at individuals who show problematic behaviour or as a class. Its aim is to promote self-awareness, managing feelings, motivation, empathy and social skills (Learning Wales, 2012). 
It is evident that all of the theorist mentioned agree that children’s behaviour stems from their environment, good positive role models are needed from birth for a child to develop emotionally throughout childhood. Schools have initiatives in place which promote positive behaviour and recognise problematic behaviour issues. According to a report carried out by Cognifit 2018 the part of the brain which focuses on behaviour, reasoning and problem solving doesn’t stop developing until after youth, therefore children with problematic issues need support and guidance from their learning environment throughout schooling. More help and guidance is needed for troubled families when babies are first born, it should not depend on postcodes in regard to getting help from initiatives such as Flying Start. If the cycle is to be broken more needs to be for families themselves, poverty has to be targeted. As it stands children are suffering more in today’s society and behaviour is getting worse not better.
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