	
	
	



Classroom management is often framed through a behaviourist lens, with emphasis on discipline, compliance, and reinforcement. While this approach remains embedded in many school policies (Department for Education, 2022), it risks overlooking the relational, emotional, and developmental dimensions of pupil behaviour. Inclusive education frameworks, particularly in Wales, have shifted the focus toward wellbeing, pupil voice, and differentiated support — especially for learners with Additional Learning Needs (ALN) and English as an Additional Language (EAL) (Estyn, 2025; Welsh Government, 2021).
This essay critically explores inclusive classroom management by integrating psychological theory, national policy, and whole-school practice. It begins by examining traditional behaviourist models and their limitations, before introducing alternative perspectives such as Carl Rogers’ humanistic theory, Piaget’s constructivist approach, attachment theory, and Ellis and Tod’s Behaviour for Learning framework (Bates, 2021; Bates, 2023; Ellis and Tod, 2018). These theories highlight the importance of emotional safety, cognitive readiness, and relational awareness in supporting diverse learners.
The discussion then turns to policy developments in Wales and England, including the ALN Code, Individual Development Plans (IDPs), and Estyn’s inspection guidance (Welsh Government, 2021; Estyn, 2024). These frameworks promote inclusive planning, multi-agency collaboration, and emotionally safe environments. The essay also considers the role of outdoor learning and digital inclusion, showing how discovery-led and technology-enhanced approaches can support engagement and equity (Inclusive Perspectives in Primary Education, 2021; Department for Education, 2025).
Finally, Bronfenbrenner’s ecological systems theory is used to frame inclusive practice as a multi-layered responsibility, linking classroom relationships to broader cultural and policy influences (Bates, 2023). By synthesising theory, policy, and practice, the essay argues that inclusive classroom management must be relational, responsive, and embedded across the whole school to meet the needs of all learners. 
Classroom management is frequently framed as a matter of teaching and control, with a strong emphasis on discipline and compliance. Chaplain (2017) explores this traditional approach, in which reinforcement and sanctions are used to shape pupil behaviour. Many school policies reflect this behaviourist model, encouraging strategies that aim to increase the frequency of desired behaviours and promote rules such as “follow your teacher”. This approach is reinforced by guidance from the Department for Education (2022), which states that behaviour policies should include a range of possible sanctions that are clearly communicated and understood by pupils, staff and parents. In Wales, Estyn’s inspection guidance (2025) echoes the need for clarity in behaviour policies but places increasing emphasis on emotional wellbeing, inclusion and pupil voice. Inspectors now expect schools to demonstrate how they support learners with Additional Learning Needs (ALN), English as an Additional Language (EAL) and behavioural needs through relational and inclusive strategies. While these approaches may support consistency, they risk overlooking the relational, emotional and contextual dimensions of classroom life. Watson and Ecken (2018) argue that building trust and nurturing relationships is essential for inclusive classroom management. They highlight the importance of developing non-academic skills such as self-regulation, emotional regulation, cooperation and friendship, all within the context of learning. Teachers must understand their pupils well enough to adjust expectations and provide appropriate support, particularly for those who exhibit challenging behaviour due to insecure attachments. Creating a classroom environment where pupils feel respected and safe is central to inclusion. Ellis and Tod (2018) support this perspective through their Behaviour for Learning framework, which recognises that cognitive, social and emotional factors are interdependent. They propose that effective classroom management must address three key relationships: with self, with others and with the curriculum, offering a more holistic and inclusive model. 
This perspective is further supported by Carl Rogers’ humanistic theory, which situates emotional safety and learner autonomy at the heart of effective teaching. Bates (2021, p. 64) summarises Rogers’ view that “learners need to feel psychologically safe in order to learn,” highlighting the importance of empathy, trust, and unconditional positive regard in classroom relationships. Inclusive classroom management, therefore, involves creating an environment where children feel secure enough to make choices, take risks, and learn from mistakes. For pupils with Additional Learning Needs (ALN), this means building strong, supportive relationships that foster confidence and resilience. Teachers play a crucial role in affirming that it is acceptable to make mistakes and guiding pupils in how to repair and reflect — a process that nurtures emotional regulation and promotes long-term behavioural development.
Challenging behaviour in the classroom is often interpreted as defiance or attention seeking, yet Watson and Ecken (2018) explore how attachment theory further explains behavioural challenges in the classroom. They argue that such behaviours, including aggression or shouting out, may reflect deeper emotional insecurity. Children who are insecurely attached often struggle to regulate their emotions and form trusting relationships, which can result in behaviours that disrupt teaching and learning. These actions are not necessarily deliberate misbehaviour but may be expressions of unmet emotional, social or contextual needs. Ellis and Tod (2018) emphasise the importance of recognising diversity, delay and difference within individuals in a group context, encouraging teachers to develop greater awareness of how behavioural challenges may arise from complex developmental factors. The Additional Learning Needs Code for Wales (Welsh Government, 2021) reinforces this view, noting that children may face barriers to learning due to absence from education, illness or trauma. While these circumstances do not automatically qualify as ALN, the Code’s core principle is to support the creation of a fully inclusive education system. This includes the use of Individual Development Plans and whole-school approaches that involve teachers, parents and young people in supporting behavioural, emotional and social needs. The Curriculum for Wales provides guidance, services and policy background (Welsh Government, 2024), enabling teachers to plan inclusively and respond to the diverse needs and abilities of all learners, with equity and wellbeing as central principles. Estyn’s inspection guidance (2025) reinforces this inclusive approach by requiring schools to demonstrate how they support vulnerable learners through emotionally safe environments and differentiated planning.  
Inclusive classroom management cannot be accomplished in seclusion; for it to be effective, it requires a whole-school commitment to relational and inclusive practice. The Additional Learning Needs (ALN) Code for Wales supports “core principles in schools and other bodies” to ensure inclusive practice is treated as a whole-school responsibility (Welsh Government, 2021). Central to this framework is the Individual Development Plan (IDP), which is designed to support the child through collaboration with professionals, agencies, parents, and the child’s own voice. This coordinated approach enables staff to “work to meet the provision of ALN” and plan activities that reflect the learner’s needs (Welsh Government, 2021). Daily planning and monitoring ensure the IDP remains responsive, and its continuity across class transitions reinforces inclusive education through “person-centred approach, early identification and interventions, collaboration and the learners have the right to support and make their own decisions” (Welsh Government, 2021).
Estyn’s inspection guidance also reflects this whole-school perspective, focusing on “how care, support and guidance the school provides in culture of safeguarding, working in partnership and support positive behaviour” (Estyn, 2024). Their evaluation framework asks, “whether the methods and organisation are fit for the purpose in supporting all pupils to achieve high standards and strong levels of wellbeing” (Estyn, 2024). This aligns with Rogers (2015), who argues that behaviour management is a shared responsibility across the school. He emphasises the importance of “relaxed behaviour,” collegial support, and consistent routines, noting that teachers must “work together as a team” and “build relationships with the children,” involving parents and maintaining predictable daily structures. These practices, supported by policy and collaborative planning, help create emotionally safe and inclusive learning environments (Rogers, 2015).  
Jean Piaget’s theory offers a critical perspective on learning, arguing that “children react differently to learning, not as a result of their age, but according to the stage they are at in their cognitive development” (Bates, 2023, p. 51). Applying this theory in practice requires teachers and support staff to first identify each child’s developmental stage, then adapt strategies to match their cognitive readiness. This includes scaffolding tasks, using concrete materials, and encouraging exploration. Commending effort as well as achievement reinforces inclusive classroom management by recognising diverse learning pathways.
Outdoor learning environments further support Piaget’s constructivist approach by providing opportunities for active, sensory-rich experiences. “Children possess and demonstrate all the main types of learning; including statistical learning, learning by imitation, learning by analogy and causal learning; even as babies” (Inclusive Perspectives in Primary Education, 2021). Play is not only enjoyable and engaging, but also essential for developing sensory, social, emotional, and cognitive skills. Activities such as sandpits, water trays, and construction areas promote problem-solving, collaboration, and imaginative thinking. These experiences help extend attention span and deepen conceptual understanding, making outdoor spaces a valuable extension of the classroom and a key component of inclusive pedagogy. 
This aligns with the Curriculum for Wales, which encourages discovery-led learning and empowers children to take ownership of their educational journey. By promoting pupil voice, choice, and developmentally appropriate teaching, the curriculum supports inclusive practices that respond to individual needs (Welsh Government, 2024). Its focus on the Four Purposes helps teachers design environments where learners can explore ideas, work collaboratively, and reflect meaningfully — both inside and outside the classroom. As the guidance states, the aim is to support every child and young person in Wales to become “ambitious, capable learners, enterprising, creative contributors, ethical, informed citizens and healthy, confident individuals” (Welsh Government, 2024). 
Effective classroom management is supported by a range of psychological theories, each offering different insights into pupil behaviour and learning. Carl Rogers’ humanistic theory focuses on emotional safety, empathy, and unconditional positive regard, stating that “learners need to feel psychologically safe in order to learn” (Bates, 2021, p. 64). This method helps create inclusive environments by building trust and promoting autonomy. Conversely, Piaget’s constructivist theory is centred on cognitive development, suggesting that children learn better when tasks are matched to their developmental stage (Bates, 2023). This supports strategies such as scaffolding and exploration, which encourage independence and self-directed learning. Ellis and Tod (2018) offer a more integrated model through their Behaviour for Learning framework, which recognises the connection between cognitive, social, and emotional factors. They argue that effective classroom management must address “three key relationships: with self, with others, and with the curriculum” (Ellis and Tod, 2018). While Rogers and Piaget focus more on individual development, Ellis and Tod highlight the importance of group dynamics and relational awareness. Together, these theories show that inclusive classroom management requires both emotional sensitivity and developmental understanding, supported by whole-school strategies that meet the needs of diverse learners. 
Despite strong policy commitments to inclusion, school staff face persistent challenges in implementing inclusive classroom management. Delays in statutory support planning and rising demands on mainstream schools often result in unmet needs and inconsistent provision for pupils with ALN. In England, the National Autistic Society reports that “the number of pupils with education, health and care plans (EHCPs) has grown by 51% since 2014/15,” placing increasing pressure on mainstream provision (National Autistic Society, 2023). EHCPs are statutory documents that outline the specific educational, health and social care support a child with complex needs is legally entitled to receive. The National Autistic Society responded to the Education Committee’s SEND report by stating that “the SEND system is broken and unsustainable,” and called for urgent reform to ensure autistic pupils receive the education they need and deserve (National Autistic Society, 2025). 
In Wales, similar concerns have emerged under the new ALN Code, which replaced statements and IEPs with Individual Development Plans (IDPs). Estyn’s 2024 thematic report highlights variation in implementation across local authorities, with schools facing challenges in meeting statutory duties and coordinating multi-agency input (Estyn, 2024). Teachers across both nations must navigate complex systems, limited resources, and conflicting expectations. As University Business notes, “within the UK education system, barriers to inclusive education can range from inadequate resources to a lack of awareness and understanding among educators” (University Business, 2025). These pressures are compounded by rising workloads, with many teachers feeling overworked and under-supported as they try to meet diverse needs within constrained timeframes. CPD Online highlights that inclusive practice can present challenges for educators, especially when teaching methods unintentionally disadvantage certain learners or require specialist knowledge (CPD Online, 2024). Research by Ford et al. (2012) found that the Incredible Years programme led to statistically significant improvements in teacher-reported classroom behaviour and teacher confidence, highlighting the importance of structured support and professional development (Ford et al., 2012). 
The UK Government is actively exploring digital inclusion as a means of enhancing educational equity and efficiency. Recent initiatives highlight how improved connectivity and access to digital tools can support schools by streamlining planning processes and making better use of resources. In 2025, the Government announced a £45 million investment to strengthen digital infrastructure in schools, aiming to ensure that “no child is left behind and that we’re supporting teachers to benefit from the advances technology is making in education” (Department for Education, 2025). 
Nevertheless, digital inclusion extends beyond infrastructure. The Department for Education’s consultation on narrowing the digital divide highlights the importance of equipping teachers with the tools, training, and ongoing support needed to embed digital approaches into everyday practice. These measures aim to ensure that technology is used not only to enhance learning, but also to meet the diverse needs of all pupils, including those with additional learning needs (Department for Education, 2025).
In Wales, the Curriculum for Wales places a strong emphasis on embedding essential skills across all areas of learning. According to official guidance, “literacy, numeracy and digital competence are mandatory cross-curricular skills within Curriculum for Wales” (Hwb, 2022). This means that all practitioners are expected to integrate these skills into their teaching, regardless of subject area or age group, ensuring that learners develop the competencies needed to thrive in a digitally connected society. 
Building on this, whole-school approaches to digital inclusion must go beyond infrastructure and policy by embedding digital literacy, staff training, and inclusive planning into everyday practice. This involves making sure assistive technologies are not only available but used effectively, ensuring that digital platforms are accessible to all pupils, and supporting staff to confidently adapt digital tools to meet varied learning needs. When digital inclusion is integrated into strategic planning and professional development, schools are better equipped to support diverse learners and actively remove barriers to engagement and achievement. 
This whole-school approach to digital inclusion also reflects the layered perspective offered by Urie Bronfenbrenner’s ecological systems theory, which provides a valuable framework for understanding the complex influences on a child’s development. Bronfenbrenner emphasised that learning is shaped by multiple, interconnected systems that interact over time. At the microsystem level, direct relationships with family, peers, and teachers play a crucial role in shaping educational experiences. The mesosystem links these environments for example, the collaboration between home and school or between education and healthcare services and can significantly affect how digital tools are introduced and supported. The exosystem includes external factors such as local authority decisions, funding policies, or parental workplace demands, which may indirectly influence a child’s access to digital resources. The macrosystem encompasses broader cultural norms, societal expectations, and national education policies, including those that promote digital inclusion and equity. Finally, the chronosystem considers how these influences evolve over time, such as changes in parental attitudes toward technology, shifts in school-wide digital strategies, or the long-term impact of national investment in infrastructure (Bates, 2023, p.194).
Understanding digital inclusion through this theoretical lens reinforces the need for coordinated, multi-level action from classroom practice and staff development to strategic planning and national policy to ensure that every learner is supported in a digitally connected and inclusive educational environment. 
Inclusive classroom management is not simply a matter of controlling behaviour; it is a relational and strategic process that requires empathy, collaboration, and whole-school commitment. While behaviourist approaches remain influential in policy and practice, they must be balanced with frameworks that recognise the emotional and developmental needs of learners. Theories such as Carl Rogers’ humanistic model, attachment theory, and the Behaviour for Learning framework offer valuable insights into how teachers can build trust, support emotional regulation, and foster autonomy particularly for pupils with ALN or insecure attachments.
Welsh policy reinforces this inclusive vision through the ALN Code and Curriculum for Wales, which prioritise wellbeing, equity, and pupil voice. The use of Individual Development Plans and Estyn’s inspection criteria further embed inclusive practice into school-wide planning and evaluation. These policies support a shift from reactive behaviour management to proactive, person-centred approaches that involve teachers, parents, and learners in shaping emotionally safe environments.
The integration of digital inclusion into this agenda reflects the evolving nature of classroom practice. Bronfenbrenner’s ecological systems theory highlights the need for coordinated action across multiple levels from classroom relationships to national infrastructure to ensure that all learners are supported in a digitally connected society.
Ultimately, inclusive classroom management must be understood as a dynamic and ongoing process. By embedding relational strategies, inclusive planning, and responsive support across the whole school, educators can create environments where all pupils feel safe, valued, and empowered to learn.
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