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Question: Discuss a range of factors that influence children’s behaviour (both positively and negatively) in a learning environment (1500 words +/- 10%)
This essay will discuss a range of factors that can influence children’s behaviour (both positively and negatively) in a learning environment. It will demonstrate an understanding of the factors that influence children’s behaviour in learning environments and knowledge of the personal characteristics that influence children’s behaviour’.
Behaviour is how a person acts. It is a response to internal factors such as thoughts and feelings and external environmental factors. Behaviours are purposeful and are exhibited for communication or functional reasons (Cherry, 2025). ‘The key to understanding behaviour is to understand why it is occurring, what is being communicated or what is needed’ (NSW Health, 2020).
One factor influencing behaviour is the impact of early childhood experiences. An early childhood experience can be classified as an event, interaction or environment that children encounter during their first few years of life which can have lasting impacts on their development (Meadows Psychology Service, 2025). Early childhood experiences can profoundly shape cognition, learning and how a person is able to manage their behaviour (UK Trauma Council, 2025). A consistent, supportive and loving upbringing ensures a person can effectively emotionally regulate, with the primary caregiver’s role as co-regulator being critical, fostering self-control and influencing a positive self-image and self-worth (Young Minds, 2021). A positive early childhood experience supports the development of a person’s positive emotional independence; children observe and interact with a range of peers and adults by gradually changing from being adult-led in managing feelings, thoughts and behaviour to eventually developing the ability to regulate these independently. Children thrive in a safe and loving environment (Birth to 5 Matters, 2021).
Alternatively, adversity and a traumatic upbringing linked to poverty or neglect can significantly impact behaviour by disrupting the development of social skills and positive emotional regulation; resulting in negative reactions, impulsivity and increased aggression when faced with challenges (Young Minds, 2021). Difficulties forming stable and appropriate relationships with peers and adults lead to challenges with anxiety, depression and a higher chance of risk-taking behaviours such as substance and alcohol abuse (Garrido, Weiler, Taussig, 2018). These challenges originate from a child’s formative years being blighted by chronic stress and instability which hinders healthy brain development and coping mechanisms resulting in poor behaviour choices. Trauma and neglect can lead to defensive reactions which impact the management of stress and the ability to form connections throughout life (Tikkanen, 2025).
Brofenbrenner (1979) theorised that a child’s development is shaped by a series of five interrelating complex systems which are shown visually on a diagram as concentric circles comprising of the Microsystem, Mesosystem, Exosystem, Macrosystem and Chronosystem. Brofenbrenner’s theory offers a holistic understanding of a range of interconnecting factors influencing development and the way a child behaves through the individual’s interactions across all five layers of environment, from family and friends to broader cultural influences (Guy-Evans, 2025). Utilising Brofenbrenner’s theory when supporting positive behaviour within a learning environment can ensure that staff consider all learners as unique individuals who are shaped by a combination of their home, community, culture and school environments; thus strengthening home to school collaboration by ensuring that all circumstances surrounding the learner are explored when investigating factors that can influence the behaviour of each child (Anthony, 2022).
Brofenbrenner’s theory is incorporated in legislative framework, particularly in the areas of child welfare, family policy and education. An example of how Brofenbrenner’s theory is used within educational frameworks can be seen, aligned within the four key aspirations for learners in the Curriculum for Wales (Hwb, 2022). The Curriculum for Wales aims to create ambitious learners, enterprising contributors, ethical citizens and healthy individuals; thus, acknowledging Brofenbrenner’s emphasis that a child’s development is shaped through complex interactions between the individual, school, family and wider society (Hwb, 2022).
Another factor that can influence children’s behaviour are a range of neurodiverse conditions called Pervasive Developmental Disorders (PDD). PDD are considered to have strong genetic, biological and neurological causes that affect behaviour, communication, and social interaction (Cherry, 2025). They can affect behaviour by significantly inhibiting social, communication and cause behavioural delays because of, ‘individual biological configuration’ (Autism Speaks, 2013). 
One Pervasive Developmental Disorder is Autism. The defining features of Autism are significant challenges in social and language development (Nicole, 2024). Challenging behaviours can disrupt the daily life for individuals with Autism because of a variety of factors. One factor is disruption to routine which can be distressing for neurodiverse children. Many feel safe, secure and can focus as a result of structure and predictability, however if there are unexpected alterations to familiar schedules or learning environments the stress, anxiety and confusion can negatively impact behaviour (Ambitious about Autism, 2022).
 Additionally, neurodiverse children commonly experience sensory overload following everyday stimuli in a classroom environment such as bright lights, loud noises and crowded spaces. These are common experiences for many neurodiverse children and can become incredibly overwhelming (Tamblyn, Lloyd-Williams, Harries, 2024). The over-sensitive nervous system of neurodiverse children perceives these stimuli as threatening, thus triggering several stress induced fight, flight or freeze responses such as difficulty concentrating, aggression, withdrawal, refusal to participate, refusal to listen, inability to follow instructions and potentially absconding from a safe environment whereby putting themselves at risk. Furthermore, children with Autism struggle with the ability to understand and read social cues; leading to social isolation as they struggle with peer relationships (Trevisan, 2018). Misinterpretation of nonverbal cues such as facial expressions and tone of voice can often cause conflict due to inappropriate social responses, for example encroaching on another’s personal space or taking conversations too literally; this can be perceived as rude or unusual behaviour by peers and lead to ridicule (Eack, 2015).
Nevertheless, Autistic children can be an asset in the classroom and within the wider school community, providing they are correctly supported (Disord. 2021). Autistic children are exceptionally honest with a well-developed sense of fairness and ideas of social justice. They have strong attention to detail, particularly within their individual areas of special interests, including subjects requiring precision such as Art, Maths and Science. These positive traits can translate into loyal students with strong values who are dependable, are able to engage for long periods when particularly interested in a topic, producing high quality and in-depth work. In essence, when appropriately empowered with environments that provide clear, predictable routines and structure, Autistic students can become confident contributors to the wider school community (Lai, 2020).
Simon Baron-Cohen 1985 – 1991, theorised that individuals with Autism have a deficit in their, ‘theory of mind’ (Baron-Cohen, 1991) which contributes to difficulties in reading social cues, predicting behaviours and understanding the mindset of others; inclusive of beliefs, desires and intentions. Baron-Cohen’s theory was specifically developed to explain the core social communication impairments in Autism. Mind blindness affects how individuals with Autism navigate social situations and struggle to read body language, facial expressions, or sarcasm, often taking language literally; potentially leading to social withdrawal, behavioural difficulties and mental exhaustion (Baron-Cohen, 1991).
In comparison, ‘Double Empathy’ communication difficulties, theorised by Dr. Damian Milton 2018 suggests that both neurotypical and neurodiverse people struggle with social difficulties; in fact, they can be a two-way issue whereby a breakdown in reciprocity and mutual understanding can happen between people with differing communication styles and their ability to communicate with each other. This theory suggests more mutual misunderstandings occur leading to negative behavioural responses rather than the deficit in communication skills being solely a neurodiverse response (Milton, 2018).
Both theories have been incorporated into the Welsh Government’s legislation, policies and frameworks. The theory of mind blindness has influenced the ALNET Act Wales of 2018, whereby ensuring tailored support for children with social communication difficulties and/or learning difficulties is provided in a legislative act and code of practice within the education system (Additional Learning Needs and Education Tribunal (Wales) Act, 2018). More recently, the Welsh Government’s approach to Autism and other social communication disorders has become increasingly more informed by the double empathy theory (Milton, 2012) and has evolved to incorporate a neurodiversity affirming approach recognising that social communication difficulties are not solely due to mind blindness on the part of the Autistic person, but as a reciprocal lack of understanding; resulting in training for professionals in education settings, environmental adaptations and person centred planning to ensure Autistic individuals are able to advocate for themselves in order to inform their support (Statutory Code of the Delivery of Autism Services, 2021).
In conclusion, behaviour within a learning environment is an individual response to a complex variety of personal and environmental factors that directly affect that child. Early childhood experiences ‘set the stage’ (Gositus, 2023) for a child's lifelong learning, health, and well-being; profoundly shaping cognition, learning and how a person can manage their behaviour (UK Trauma Council, 2025). Furthermore, neurodivergent conditions such as Autism present significant challenges when navigating social communication in a learning environment by affecting how individuals interpret social cues, understand non-verbal communication, and process instructions (Centelles, 2013). Ultimately, a holistic understanding of these influences is essential for nurturing a learning space where every child has the emotional security and practical support needed to thrive. 
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