Using theory, critically discuss the challenges posed by internal and external factors on the learning environment. 
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 With the use of theory, the writer will discuss internal and external factors within the learning environment.
When we think of the learning environment we automatically think of a classroom, but a child starts to learn from birth.
What happens to a child within the early years sets the foundation for all the years that follow. The first 1,000 days of a child’s life starting from pregnancy to the child’s second birthday is a critical window of time that sets the stage for a person’s intellectual development and health. There is growing evidence to support the importance of nutrition, as a poor diet can result in malnutrition. Malnutrition can result in irreversible damage to the child’s brain development, growth, illness and a reduction in the capacity to learn. Poorer families often have limited access to nutritious foods and are more at risk (First 1,000 days).
At least 200 million children living in developing countries fail to meet their developmental potential. Interventions based upon these findings have the potential to exert a profound impact upon future generations. (Unicef)
The Nature-nurture was first labelled by Francis Galton(1869) (cousin to Charles Darwin) it is one of the oldest arguments in psychology, nature is what we think of as pre-wiring and is influenced by genetic inheritance and other biological factors after conception. Nurture is generally the influence of external factors after conception. Historically, extreme views were expressed on both sides, both make good points as we know that both nature and nurture play an important role in development. (www.simplypsychology)
Parents are the child’s first and most enduring educators (Curriculum Guidance for the Foundation Stage,QCA 2000). This has a major influence upon a child’s development, these experiences can be positive or negative, by the time a child has reached the age they are due to start playschool they may already be facing challenges in speech and language and behaviour. 
Behaviour theorists have their own individual ideas upon Cognitive development this is the construction of thought processes, remembering, problem solving and decision making from childhood to adulthood. Virtually everything we do involves thinking or cognitive development. 
All behaviour happens for a reason, and understanding the causes of challenging behaviour are vital. Children with additional needs often have issues with communication and the inability to express their needs verbally can result in challenging behaviours, especially in the learning environment. (www.challenging behaviour).
There are many factors that can affect a child’s development both internal and external. External factors such as a child’s home life, poverty, domestic abuse, over-crowding can have an impact upon a child’s motivation to learn. Children coming from homes where their parents play an active role in their child’s learning. Involved parents encourage better attitudes in their children. The child’s learning environment can have a positive or negative impact upon the child’s learning outcomes.
The government pledged to end Child Poverty by 2020, focusing on breaking the cycle of disadvantage. Childhood poverty can mean a life of insecurity, underachievement at school, poor health and isolation from peers. Children growing up all too often become parent’s of the next generation of children living in poverty. To break the cycle of poor children becoming poor adults is through raising educational attainment.(www.gov.uk)
Wales implemented the UNCRC (United Nations Convention on the Right’s) programme for children and young people based upon its 7 core aims which protect the human right’s of children under 18 years it was introduced in 1991. All children should have a flying start to life, an education and learning opportunities, good health free from abuse, access to play, to be listened to, safe homes and not be disadvantaged by poverty. (www.gov.uk)
Children living within the Flying Start area (living in deprived areas) are eligible to free quality childcare for 2-3 year olds, 5 days a week. There is an enhanced Health visitor service and Speech therapy with access to parenting classes offered from conception, this is then offered annually. Families in need living outside the Flying Start area can apply for outreach if the Health Visitor feels there is a genuine need.(www.gov.uk)
Although the government has made plans to end poverty and raise attainment it seems that with benefit cuts and rising cost of living there is a rise in children living in poverty and educational attainment is still at a low for those poorest children.
Children with behavioural issues such as ADHD (Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder) although thought to be hereditary, there are also socio-economic factors associated with the disorder such as poverty, premature birth, one-parent families, parents with a history of anti-social behaviour. 
Symptoms of ADHD often tend to be noticed at an early age, and may become an issue when the child starts in school because of inattentiveness, hyperactivity and impulsiveness. With 40 % also having ASD. Most are diagnosed between 6-12 years old and there is a higher rate of boys. (www.nhs.direct.wales) In other countries such as France where they rarely diagnose the condition as they treat it as an underlying social context issue. They will look at the child’s sensitivity to additives and allergens. Parenting styles also vary to the British style as the French tend to be more structured and tend to discipline their children more. 
Sometimes symptoms of ADHD may mimic that of a Gifted child it is often misdiagnosed. Gifted children have a higher IQ than their peers and have a superior mental ability in one or more domains such as; arts, languages or academic fields like maths and science. Getting a child assessed for Giftedness can be a complicated process. Sadly, many gifted children find it hard to relate to their peers and are bullied. The school will have their own bullying policies. The learning environment may not stimulate the child enough and they may become bored or have challenging behaviours. The child may pretend they are not gifted in order, to fit in with their peers or avoid school altogether. Schools are not required to offer Gifted children with talented programs. 
Uri Bronfenbrenner (1917-2005) believed that a child’s development was affected by their relationships and the world around them called the Bioecological systems theory. He divided the child’s environment into 5 layers, the first one was called the Microsystem which represents the child’s relationships and their environment. The next layer, Mesosystem is the relationships with the child’s parents to teachers, if parent’s get involved at school. The Exosystem can mean events such as the loss of a job, creating a stressful home life. Then the Macrosystem this is all encompassing, such as beliefs and programming that influence development. There was a later added layer called the Chromosystem, this was how parents disciplined their children, if the child was brought up to respect their parents and adults in general. This theory helps us to understand the complex link between a child’s relationships and their environment. The more encouraging and nurturing these relationships and places are the better the child will develop. If a child has a behavioural issue the way the child is treated will be different both at home, if parents have a conflict in parenting styles and in the learning environment, this may also have an effect, upon the child’s development.
Research into learning indicates that children do best when they; are relaxed, feel safe, engaged in activities but do not cause anxiety, receive feedback which is positive, to believe they can be successful. Policies within the learning environment should be designed to support staff in creating these elements. Central to this is creating positive and respectful relationships between pupils, teachers and parents. (www.gov.uk)
Behavioural issues within the learning environment are very common. This can put a real strain on teachers and practitioners if the classroom/setting is not managed effectively. In settings where there are good standards of behaviour, there is a balance between the use of rewards and sanctions. In the Early years children love to receive a sticker or a head teachers award for their good behaviour, in secondary school they reward students with points which add up throughout the term to get a prize such as a day out or a token. Praise is used to motivate and encourage pupils. It is essential to create the right environment, taking into consideration each child’s interests and needs. The use of I.T helps parents keep up to date with their child’s progress with the use of Class Dojo the parents and teachers can communicate daily if there any behaviour concerns.
There may also be internal factors that can affect a child’s development such as pervasive developmental disorders such as Autism, Asperger’s syndrome refers to delays in the development of socialization and communication skills. Early intervention can play a vital role in improving the educational outcomes for these children. There may also be external factors as well as internal.
Lev Vgotsky(1896-1934) was a Russian theorist he believed that a child’s social environment that they live in and experiences were a  very important part of development similar to Bronfenbrenner’s bioecological theory. However, he saw all children as ‘little apprentices’ that learn from others. He brought a new perspective to child study and was quite controversial, but had great influence on education especially in the Foundation Phase. Vygotsky saw play as an important part of learning, that children move to a higher level and the role of adults was important. The adult’s role was to stretch the child’s understanding, so they developed ideas and thinking in their play. This was referred to as the ‘zone of proximal development’.
The assistance given by the adult was referred to scaffolding. As a painter working on a house would require scaffolding to ‘reach’ higher places, in the same way that adults and peers help with reaching a new concept by giving support. The importance of observation to see if the child is ready to move on to the next stage. Play involves the use of imaginary situations with roles and rules, this helps children learn self-regulation (Galina Dolya). The more positive interactions a child has in the early year’s so they will learn skills like concentration and have a positive attitude to learning. 
The child’s learning environment also needs to be a positive place to be. The Early Years Foundation Phase has a play-based approach which encourages children to be imaginative and to make learning more enjoyable and more effective. (www.gov.wales)
Jean Piaget’s (1936) theory of cognitive development explained how a child constructs a mental model of the world. He did not believe that intelligence was a fixed trait, he regarded cognitive development as the process which occurs due to biological maturation and interactions with the environment.
Piaget was the first psychologist to make a systematic study of cognitive development. Before this study it was presumed that children were less able to think than adults, his findings were that they thought differently. He believed that children were born with a very basic mental structure (genetics and evolved) on which all subsequent learning and knowledge are based. It varied from Vygotsky’s theory as it was concerned with children, rather than learners, focusing on development rather than learning. Piaget felt there were 4 stages of learning first was the sensorimotor stage (birth to 2 years) where the child learns by sucking, grasping, looking and listening and develop object permanence. Children go through dramatic changes at this stage. Stage 2 is the Pre-operational stage (2-7 years) where a child starts to use language and express thoughts. Stage 3 is the concrete operations (7-11 years) where they learn to write and stage 4 is the Formal operations stage (11-18 years) where children learn to be logical and methodical. This learning is through schemas ’the building blocks of knowledge’, even babies have innate schemas, that are genetically programmed into us such as the ‘sucking schema’. Piaget saw children as constantly investigating and experimenting as they build their understanding of how the world works. It is important that the child has a safe and interesting environment in which to play. Not all children and behaviours are the same as others, a child with Autism may do things a little differently. At stage 1 they child may scream more, resist being held, may have a poor ‘suckle schema’, may start to communicate then stop and may only be interested in one particular thing, and have no interest in exploring or investigating.  This is where gaps in the child’s development would start to show, with early interventions from Speech therapy and other professionals the child may learn to communicate with various communication aids such as PECS (Picture Exchange Systems) and switches. At stage 2 the child may start to attend Flying Start settings and if there is need can be an early referral into a specialist playgroup to get the necessary building blocks of language.
The child with a pervasive disorder such as Autism or external conditions such as ADHD, would either go to a mainstream with support, a unit, a special school or home schooling. Deciding on a school or learning environment can be one of the hardest decision a parent will make, the local school may not meet the needs of the child, staff with very little knowledge and training of additional needs.  Decisions are often made upon the environment if the school is new or looks a bit shabby, what suits one child may not suit another. Often children will get moved out of mainstream settings if the child causes too much disruption to the class.
Within a mainstream setting the child would require additional support. In 2002 the SEN code of practice was created to remove barriers to participation and learning. All school have duties under the Equality Act 2010 towards the children and young people, making reasonable adjustments to prevent them being at a disadvantage, with access to a broad and balanced curriculum. (www.gov.uk). These adjustments can mean the layout of the classroom, wheelchair access, lighting, a quiet area or sensory room.
To use Vygotsky’s theory once again the adult would be there as the scaffolding so that the child reaches the ‘zone of proximal development’. This would involve additional support within the learning environment with programmes to work with set by involved professionals such as Speech therapists and Occupational Health. 
[bookmark: _GoBack]There are many challenges within the learning environment at every stage, but with effective classroom management these can be reduced. With a positive attitude from teachers and staff with parent involvement the child’s education will be a positive experience. Teachers should take time to find out the child’s interests, learning style and needs are taken into consideration. With the use of theorists to understand how a child develops from birth,we can give every child a flying start to life. There are both internal and external factors that may affect a child’s development but with quality education we can make the change for the next generation.
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