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Exploring Behaviour and Interventions in the Learning Environment   

In the following essay the writer will be looking into behaviour and interventions within a learning environment, using theory and discussing challenges posed by both internal and external factors.

What causes human behaviour – nature vs nurture?  There is no clear evidence that not only are our genes responsible for how we behave but the environment in which we live also has an effect on how we develop.  Many would argue that genetic forces cause both social and behavioural factors.  We ask ourselves ‘how we are so like our parents and siblings in behaviour’; this is because we share the same genes.  (www.learningspy.co.uk 2017)

Behaviour and understanding behaviour, what are the root causes for child’s behaviour.  We have five basic models in understanding child behaviour, these include biological, behavioural, cognitive, systemic and psychodynamic. (www.learning.gov.wales 2012)

In explanation these models are – Biological how children interact within their environment, what influences them, a positive environment creates positive behaviour.  Behavioural, looking at conditioning these being classical, a reaction to certain stimulus such as an event that happens regularly and is anticipated with good behaviour, then operant conditioning being repeatedly rewarded for good behaviour but issuing sanctions for negative behaviour.  Cognitive, how the child reacts to surroundings, rational thinking within the brain determines the child’s response to certain situations.  Systemic, how the child behaves within their home, in school, around friends and classmates, within the community or outside activities they participate in.  Psychodynamic, used within a clinical setting understanding past conscious and unconscious experiences and allowing the child to deal with them.   (www.learning.gov.wales 2012)

There are also internal and external factors that can affect how a child behaves or how they cope in difficult situations.  Internal factors can be a neurological diagnosis, Autistic Spectrum Disorder (ASD), their temperament, illness, fatigue, poor nutrition, hunger, physical disabilities, then the external factors, which can include abuse such as physical/sexual, neglect, environment, poverty, parental substance abuse, loss of a loved one and unmet emotional needs.  (www.imclusivechildcare.org 2017)

For example the Internal Factor ASD (Autistic Spectrum Disorder) is how the child communicates with other people and the world that surrounds them, they have difficulty relating to other people, understanding social rules and behaviour, and they also have difficulty with verbal communication.  An External factor such as poverty will affect how the child interacts with peers, their emotional, health and well being will all have an impact on their overall behaviour.  

“Beliefs about the family and parenting as the cause of aberrant child behaviour reflect a social environment perspective, in which the child is seen as the passive victim of circumstances”.  (Ding, Littleton 2005)

“A study by Sears et al (1957) looked at the links between parental style and aggressive behaviour in children.  It was reported a close association between the two.  Parents of aggressive children used punitive discipline methods alongside being permissive; where as parents of none aggressive children were much less punitive in their discipline and had a higher expectation of their child’s behaviour”. (Ding, Littleton 2005)

Bell (1968) however offered a different interpretation; he stated it was the child’s temperamental characteristics that determined how aggressive he or she was, stating that parental strategies were an attempt to modify the child’s behaviour.  Therefore with difficult children the parents would become tougher on them, whereas the compliant child no intervention was needed. Was the child influencing the parent Bell asked? (Ding, Littleton 2005)

To understand behaviour we need to know that all learning behaviour is rooted in relationships and positive relationships encourage positive learning.  For the majority of children they develop good behaviours for learning, but for the vulnerable child the affects of external factors have an impact on their ability to learn. (Goddard, Walton 2012)

When we look at the developmental stages of learning behaviours it is important to be aware that every child is a competent learner, through loving and caring relationships with parents / carers a child will learn to be strong and independent.  The environment in which the child lives / learns plays a key role in their overall development and learning.  We need to also be made aware that children all develop and learn in different ways, at different times and are all equally important.  A new baby responds to certain behaviours from a parent very quickly encouraging social development.  By the time the child reaches nursery or reception age they have built a much stronger identity of themselves and recognise the importance of rules and structures, understanding of how to control their behaviour and are able to interact well in small groups, accepting sensitivity and needs of peers. (Goddard, Walton 2012)

When we look at challenging behaviour, also known as difficult behaviour, this is behaviours that are a challenge to parents, carers, teachers and professionals involved with the child’s development.  It is evident that something is not working, and can cause harm, stopping a child fulfilling certain aspects of their lives.  Challenging behaviour can be self-injurious (head-banging, scratching), aggressive (biting, hitting, punching), stereotyped (rocking, repetitive movements), and non-person directed (damage to property, stealing, hyperactivity).  Challenging behaviour can also stem from biological causes, which may influence the child’s behaviour as to how the brain handles chemicals and hormones.  What about the environment, is there too much sensory stimulation, is the temperature appropriate for the child’s well being, is the child hungry or thirsty, all of these have an impact on how the child behaves.  (www.scope.org.uk 2017)

Psychologist Abraham Maslow (1943,1954) theory is firmly based in a humanistic philosophy of education, expressed within his Self-actualization model that human motivation is based on people seeking fulfilment and change through personal growth, not what goes wrong with people, but how they can reach their full potential.  Everyone is unique and develop in different directions.  (www.simplepsychology 2017) 

In 2002 the Welsh Assembly Government produced and provided a report on managing pupil’s behaviour that challenges schools, based on a recent schools inspection by ESTYN.  The report was aimed at methods of good practice in all schools, highlighting the importance that local authorities need to support schools in managing behaviour, and work closely with other partners and agencies if a child’s behaviour stems from the home environment.  Albeit that the majority of children within schools in Wales behaviour was good, it was noted that not all schools pay enough attention to the correlation between the child’s behaviour and academic achievement.  Teachers have improved on managing behaviour within the classroom environment by creating a good atmosphere.  (www.welsh.gov.uk 2017)
 
The Welsh Government produced a handbook in 2012 to aid all schools in managing the behaviour of pupils within the classroom environment.  The aim of the handbook was for all teachers to achieve effective learning and teaching skills and to manage general behaviour.  The document outlines how behaviours and attention can be challenging; no two children are the same.  Teachers were advised to set ground rules and routines that all children adhere to, agree to rewards for good behaviour, alongside sanctions for misbehaviour. (www.learning.gov.wales 2012)

Teachers over time will build a positive and respectful relationship with the child within their class. Through building a friendship with the child they then are able to manage their behaviour, taking time to speak to the child and finding out their own interests and by creating a caring environment.  Within the classroom every child will feel accepted, allowing the child to make decisions regarding activities, but also making them aware of the consequences for misbehaviour.  Even the most accomplished teacher can become stressed and managing difficult situations isn’t easy.  Through positivity and empathy the teacher will never let the child have doubts; they will always encourage and praise the child to achieve their best in every situation.  (www.learning.gov.wales 2012)

Haim Ginott, a clinical psychologist and child therapist from the 1960’s and 1970’s ‘Theory of Congruent Communication’ believed that an effective management of the classroom is relevant to how a teacher interacts with the pupil.  Good communication between the pupil and the teacher encourages both positive and negative behaviour.  The teacher is responsible for creating a good environment for the child to learn thus encouraging proper behaviours but also finding certain alternatives for poor behaviour.  Haim Ginott also emphasised that parents were to limit unacceptable behaviours but also safeguard and protect their well being and emotions.  (www.GinottCongruentCommunication 2017)

There seem to be many different theories on behaviour and strategies.  Behaviour theories look at supporting the philosophy of education and classroom management. Already mentioned is Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs (1954, 1968), there is then Lee and Marlene Canter (1992) Assertive Discipline, and Dreikurs (1948, 1968) The Challenge of Parenthood and Psychology in the classroom.  (www.tutorhunt 2012)

Lee and Marlene Canter (1992) realised that through lack of training many teachers were unable to manage the behaviour that occurred in the classroom.  Foundations were built on assertive discipline training to assist teachers in becoming the leader within their classroom through a structured, systematic approach.  It was felt by Lee and Marlene Canter that the teachers know what’s best for the pupil and expectation of compliance within the classroom therefore not allowing any pupil to disrupt or inhibit another pupil from learning, ensuring the reaction to bad behaviour is assertive not aggressive.  (www.tutorhunt 2012)

However Rudolf Dreikurs (1897-1972) did believe that discipline is based on mutual respect. It was evident by Dreikurs felt that pupils need to be felt as if they belonged, for pupils who felt part of a group their behaviour was acceptable, but if the pupil did not feel part of the group their behaviour was unacceptable.  Again through training teachers what he called the democratic technique, they were advised to encourage all pupils to take an active role in decision making, thus allowing them becoming a partnership rather than pupil and teacher.  By focusing on constructive behaviour instead of coercive discipline, the students realised the importance of learning how to control their behaviour and contribution to all decision making that affects their school lives improves the welfare of the class. (www.tutorhunt 2012)

It was Jean Piaget (1936), theory on Cognitive Development where he expressed the four stages of Cognitive Development, sensorimotor, pre-operational, concrete operational and formal operational stages, believing that all children were like scientists taking an active role in their learning process.  However it was Lev Vygotsky (1934) who argued that social learning preceded cognitive development.  Jean Piaget believed that all children are born with a basic genetically inherited mental structure, therefore all their learning and knowledge is based on this. (www.simplepsychology 2014)

Vygotsky (1934) developed his theories around the same time as Piaget (1936) between the 1920’s / 1930’s, albeit that Vygotsky died at the age of 38 his theories were never completed.  However Vygotsky emphasised that it was the environment in which the child lives in which influences how they think, whereas Piaget maintained that through independent exploration the child will develop knowledge on their own.  Both Piaget and Vygotsky agreed that children are curious and are actively involved in their own learning and development through discovery, albeit Vygotsky emphasised more on the social interaction side of development, Piaget emphasised on the self initiated discovery.   (www.simplepsychology 2014)

It is evident that there are many theories out there on child development and behaviour.  Children develop and grow differently throughout their childhood. We need to understand that the stages of development that children go through from birth to early adulthood, thus being cognitive, emotional, physical, social and educational growth.  Some theorists use a Stage approach to describe every aspect of the child’s development other theorists concentrate on the cognitive or social growth.  Children pass through all stages in a specific order which are age related, building on the capabilities of the previous stage.

“Bronfenbrenner sees the instability and predictability of family life we’ve let our economy create as the most destructive force to a child’s development.  Children do not have the constant mutual interaction with important adults that is necessary for development.  Bronfenbrenner believes it is the best interest of society to support the importance of parents’ roles in their children’s development”.  (www.floridahealth 2017)

Teachers play an important role in the child’s behaviour by implementing effective learning within the classroom environment.  Teachers know that all children develop differently, and their internal and external factors will play a big part in how they perform.  Systems and structures are in place to ensure behaviour management, to not only control the classroom but to also ensure productive learning for every child.  By including the child in decision making their behaviour improves and so the learning process becomes easier.  

The writer having looked at the question in hand, thus being, exploring behaviour and interventions in the learning environment.  Reading and acknowledging a number of theorists who explore their interpretation of behaviour, believe that all children develop differently and at different stages.  The child’s behaviour is evident from both internal and external factors; we have to understand what these factors are and ensure we all have the ability and knowledge to work with every child encouraging them to reach their full potential.  Every child has a right to learn, to be included, and to be understood, but most of all to feel safe and secure in an educational environment.
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