Negative, disruptive or challenging behaviour is more than ever evident in the classroom (Mulholland, 2020). It goes without saying that there are a number of factors that influence children and young people’s behaviour, who for the purpose of this essay will be referred to as young people.
Firstly, this essay will look at a definition of behaviour and go onto explore how both internal and external factors can have a positive and negative influence on a young person’s behaviour. Internal factors are cognitive and can affect development.  Many medical conditions can contribute to this, however the focus will be on attention deficit hyperactivity disorder (ADHD), tourette syndrome (TS) and autism spectrum disorder (ASD). External factors are environmental and can include; lack of exercise and nutrition, adverse childhood experiences (ACES), geographical, social media/mobile phones, economic status, substance misuse, bereavement, marriage breakdown, transitions and changes, chronic or serious illness; the list is exhaustive. 
For the purpose of the essay, the effects of bereavement, substance misuse and social media/mobile phones and how these factors present in young people’s behaviour will be explored (Do2learn 1999-2019).

Barnardos (2014) defines behaviour as:

Our actions and responses to feelings, emotions and needs. All behaviour has meaning and is closely connected to how we feel and what we think………………. Feelings themselves are neither ‘right’ or ‘wrong’, it is how we express these feelings that is important (Barnardos, 2014, p.1).

From this definition it is clear to see that internal and external factors can have an impact on why young people display negative behaviour. Educators need to be mindful to separate the behaviour from the child. The behaviour needs to be addressed while remembering that there is a reason for it (Good Therapy, 2012). If educators are aware of possible antecedents to behaviour they can be more informed to implement strategies to minimise effects.

Internal factors have a long term influence on a young person’s behaviour. ADHD is a behavioural disorder which can affect a young person’s success at school and peer relationships. Inattention, impulsivity and hyperactivity are all symptoms of ADHD, their varied nature and difficulty to recognise can result in many young people going undiagnosed. Signs of ADHD in a young person include; being easily distracted, having limited concentration, being disorganised, impulsive, risk taking, always on the go, restless, loud, sporadic and unfocused (Healthline, 2020 and Pubmed, 2018).  Young people who have been diagnosed early on in their childhood have more of an opportunity to learn coping strategies enabling them to achieve academically and socially. Alongside this many of the young people are medicated. 

ASD is a developmental disorder which again affects the way a young person interacts and behaves with others and how they learn. The autism spectrum affects young people in different ways and to differing degrees. A young person with high functioning autism is very intelligent and achieves academically, while a young person at the other end of the spectrum could have learning difficulties and require extra support. Young people with ASD have a completely different life experience. Similar to those with ADHD, many young people with ASD can go undiagnosed until much later in life, therefore missing opportunities for early intervention and support.  There are an abundance of signs to look for, some include; preferring to work on their own, anxious or aggressive reactions to change, pushing in, reduced or unusual eye contact, unaware of other people’s feelings and refusal to share (Manikiza, date unknown).

TS is a neurological condition, passed down through family genes (which gene is unknown). Known as tics, involuntary sounds and movements first become apparent around the age of 5, when the brain is developing. Environmental influences such as stress, worry, tiredness and excitement can make such tics more obvious. Many young people with TS will also experience ADHD, ASD, anxiety, anger, sleep problems and obsessive compulsive disorder (OCD). Young people that play a lot of sport or have high levels of concentration are capable of controlling their tics when in public. Tics are usually more noticeable when young people are relaxed. This condition can put young people at risk of bullying, which can have a damaging impact on their education. Tics are categorised into two types, simple and complex and can be physical and vocal. Simple tics could be, eye blinking and rolling, grimacing, body jerks, whistling, coughing, grunting, throat clearing and making animal sounds. More complex tics could be, touching people, touching objects, jumping, throwing objects, using words or phrases out of context, unacceptable words (coprolalia), tapping, repeating sounds, words or phrases (echolalia) and repeating others movements (echopraxia) (Tourettes action, 2020 and NHS, 2018). 

External factors that impact on classroom routine are often more short term. Over time a young person may experience more than one which can be in addition to existing internal factors. Bereavement is the loss of someone in your life that is important to you. This could be a partner, family member, friend or even a family pet. A young person will go through physical and emotional changes during this period of grief. There are also other types of losses that young people have to deal with, these could be, splitting up with a partner, falling out with friends or moving from the local area. When a young person experiences loss, it can trigger new feelings and emotions that they do not know how to manage. It is very important that they are fully supported by teaching staff. Responses to loss can vary hugely from one young person to another. Emotionally these can include; anger, guilt, shock, loneliness and depression. Physically these can exhibit as, negative behaviour, low mood, sleeping problems, poor or no appetite, illness and return to previous poor behaviours. It is vital that boundaries are maintained, educators are reliable and predictable and young people are allowed to express their emotions in a controlled environment (Cruse Bereavement Care, date unknown). According to Brown and Jimerson (2017, p. 31) peers play an integral role, when it comes to support. They are able to offer a shoulder to cry on, a listening ear and someone that they can show their true feelings and emotions to.  This is an excellent example of positive behaviour. 

Substance misuse has become one of the main reasons for exclusions within the setting in recent months. Young people have been leaving the safety of the school environment to either smoke cannabis or meet up with undesirables to buy substances, returning under the influence. According to Turner (2019, page unknown) “School exclusions for drugs and alcohol have risen by 57 per cent in five years, an analysis of official data shows, as “county lines” gangs are blamed”. Young people that have been involved in illegal substances usually act in a way that is different to how they would usually behave. The signs that may be on display are; lack of concentration, hanging around with different peers, lack of appetite or increased appetite, telling lies, truancy, unexplained anger and rage, sickness, depression, anxiety, unexplained absence and changes to eyes, blood shot or dilated (Innovations in Clinical Neuroscience, 2011). 

In the growing world of social media, mobile phones have become a necessity for young people, often gaming and keeping themselves up to date. Young people need to get the balance right by learning to use their phones appropriately. Negative effects of mobile phones include, cyber bullying, inappropriate conversations, taking unsuitable pictures, anger, restlessness and irritability. Within the educational setting mobile phones are only allowed to be used at social times. They are not permitted to be used within the classroom. This has come about because of the continued improper use during lessons. Following this, young people’s academic achievements and behaviour improved. According to Doward (2015) schools that banned mobile phones saw an increase in grades by 6.4% in pupils aged 16 years. 

Whether it is an internal or external factor contributing to undesirable behaviour it will more often than not result in the same outcome, young people venting their negative feelings and emotions in a challenging way. These can start as low level behaviours such as; refusal, rocking, tapping, swearing, shouting out, laughing, talking, writing notes to peers, use of mobile phone and lateness. These incidents can quite easily accelerate to, verbal aggression, physical aggression towards peers and staff, throwing objects (small and large), whole lesson disruption, encouraging peers to get involved, self-harm, truancy, fighting, stealing, breaking equipment and police involvement. Frequently, early intervention impedes these incidents from escalating. Incentives in the form of rewards are offered to all young people to encourage positive behaviour (Morgan and Ellis, 2011). 

As can be seen from the research undertaken, behaviour is always a result of how young people respond to feelings, emotions and needs.  Coupled with additional influences in the form of internal or external factors it is clear to see why young people can find an educational setting challenging. This is why it is imperative that educators are understanding of antecedents to behaviour and respond appropriately, consistent in their approach, always maintain boundaries, and play to the young person’s strengths.
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