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Using theory, critically discuss the challenges posed by internal and external factors on the learning environment.
This essay will first explain what internal and external factors are and the different challenges that they can cause in the learning environment. The essay will then go on to look in more detail at how the theories of Piaget, Vygotsky, Skinner, Bandura and Maslow can help to manage the challenges posed by the internal and external factors on the learning environment.
There are many factors that can affect a child’s behaviour. Some are internal factors that might have a neurological base and some of these are external factors that are part of a child’s environment. Internal or external factors will affect all children at some point in their school lives either directly or indirectly. Internal factors are the “result of an inherited or genetic component” (Leech-Riddall, 2003, p.72) Internal factors will usually be present from birth and cannot be cured. They include disorders such as Tourette’s syndrome, Asperger’s and Autistic Spectrum Disorder. Autism and Asperger’s affect three areas of a child’s development; communication, social interactions and imagination (The National Autistic Society, 2017). Whilst Tourette’s causes “unconscious and involuntary movements and spoken language known as ‘tics” (N.H.S., 2017).
 External factors are defined as “significant events or changes that occur in our lives or are part of our environment” (Leech-Riddall, 2003, p.88). Children can experience one or more external factor during their school lives as there is such a vast range of factors. Some examples of external factors could be, severe or chronic illnesses and hospitalisation, divorce, poverty, abuse, media pressure and bullying. They all come under the heading of ‘the child’s environment’, and they can be permanent or temporary. 
Some factors could be considered as both internal and external, for example Attention Deficit Hyperactivity disorder (A.D.H.D.) The condition has been “linked to genetic factors and brain damage” which would make it an internal factor, (N.H.S., 2017) however, it has also been linked to food intolerances which would make it an external factor. (Leech-Riddall, 2003, p.161). 
This essay will use three theories; The Behaviourist Theory; in which theorists such as Burrhus Skinner (Simply psychology, 2015) developed the idea of operant conditioning, which involves a ‘deliberate action as a response to direct experience’, which applies to both internal and external factors. (Lindon, J. 2012, p.17) The Social Learning Theory; in which Albert Bandura (Simply psychology, 2016) developed observational learning, (Slavin, 1986) as he believed children learnt from observing and watching, which also applies to internal and external factors. Finally; Cognitive Development Theory; using the theorists Jean Piaget, (Simply psychology, 2015) who believed ‘cognitive development is a process which occurs due to biological maturation and interaction with the environment’ (Bates, 2016) and applies to internal factors, and Lev Vygotsky (Simply psychology, 2014) who believed strongly that ‘community plays a central role in the process of "making meaning”, (Bates, 2016) and applies to external factors. Reference will also be made to the Hierarchy of needs by Abraham Maslow (Simply psychology, 2017) which applies to both internal and external factors.  
In a classroom setting a child with the Internal factor of Autism may need to be managed using the Cognitive Development Theory by Piaget. Although every Autistic child is different, commonly they may present with some similar challenges. Due to processing delays and social skills deficits an Autistic child may feel anxious, isolated and show slower reactions (The National Autistic Society, 2017). Piaget recognised that all children have four stages of development and will react differently depending on which stage they are at. In one class, children could be at various ‘stages’ and the teacher should understand which stage children are at so appropriate tasks can be set. Piaget believed that the “construction of knowledge is based on the individual’s experiences”. (Slavin, 1986) ‘Discovery learning’ (Slavin, 1986, p.47) is a technique of “inquiry-based learning” and is supported by the work of Piaget.  Discovery learning became part of the curriculum after the 1967 Plowden report (Plowden, 1967) which was based on the theory of Piaget. Autistic children may also have strong sensory perceptions and in a classroom, may be very aware of smells, heat and noise for example. Maslow’s Hierarchy of needs could be applied to ensure that all basic needs are met, including clear routines, structures and boundaries which would cover the basic need for safety and security.
Absolute child poverty is projected to rise 4.1% between 2016 and 2022 (Joseph Rowntree Foundation, 2017). When a child lives in the external factor of poverty, it can present many challenges. Quite often the child will have limited positive role models and may be part of single parent family with a number of siblings. The child’s parents will have low levels of literacy which can lead to unemployment, drug and alcohol dependency and depression. A child in poverty will feel isolated, inferior and have low self-esteem and confidence. The child may not have had proper meals and may not have appropriate clothing. In a school setting the first theory that would be applied is Maslow’s hierarchy of needs. If the child is hungry, thirsty or cold for example they will not be able to concentrate on learning. The basic needs of hunger and warmth would need to be met before anything else. Bandura emphasised the importance of good, positive role-models in a child’s life. The child in poverty should be placed in learning groups that contain one or more positive role-model. The teacher and staff also act as role-models. Bandura considered the social influence of life to be very powerful. Children want to belong and be accepted by their peers and this will influence their behaviour. For example, a child may need to have the ‘right’ clothes to belong to a particular peer group, this can be difficult for children in poverty whose parents cannot afford certain clothing. Vygotsky believed that “children learn from their own actions and from exploring their own environment” (Leech-Riddall, 2003, p.20) so the school environment could be crucial for a child living in poverty. Vygotsky also believed that knowledge and thought are “constructed through social interaction with family, peers and teachers” (Leech-Riddall, 2003, p.46) He called these people ‘Most Knowledgeable Others’ (Leech-Riddall, 2003, p46) and the process of learning through social interaction as being in the ‘zone of Proximal Development’ (Leech-Riddall, 2003, p.46) Children in poverty may not get many positive life experiences but can learn about them from others. Teachers play an important role of ‘scaffolding’ which will help a child in poverty reach a higher level of understanding.
Another example of an external factor is if a child has been a victim of any of the four types of abuse (physical, emotional, neglect or sexual) then they will definitely have a lack of self-esteem and low self-confidence. The child may either be reluctant to join in play or engage in aggressive play and may show signs of insecurity and fear. Skinner would suggest that primary and secondary enforcers could be used to strengthen behaviour in this situation. Primary enforcers include food, security and warmth, which are very similar to Maslow’s basic needs. Secondary enforcers include social reinforcers such as praise and smiles, symbolic reinforcers such as stickers and activity reinforcers that would include extra play-time or fun activities (Slavin, 1986). Bandura’s theory may also be applied as he would say that the child is copying negative role-models to re-enact aggressive scenes. 
In recent years, the external factor of the internet and even television have created challenges for the learning environment. Children now frequently have televisions or some sort of access to the internet in their bedrooms. This has led to a high number of children watching violent or inappropriate behaviour. The child may act out the violent scenes in school but they also may be worried by them, causing anxiousness. Maslow’s needs are not being met in this situation as there is little safety or security. If a child is exposed continually to violence it may become normal to them. However, Television and the internet are not all bad and can promote socially acceptable behaviour and promote literacy and numeracy skills. Bandura would state that this is an example of ‘Vicarious Learning’. He believed that ‘children learn by seeing others reinforced or punished for engaging in certain behaviours’ (Slavin, 1986, p.175). Piaget would say that the child is learning by Assimilation (Leech-Riddall, 2003, p.20), that the child is able to use the television or internet to adapt previous ideas or concepts, a child may discover new ideas by seeing something on television and trying it out for themselves.
We can see that there is not one theory that covers all challenges. Frequently they can be used alongside each other. For example, the office of National Statistics states that 42% of all marriages in 2016 ended in divorce. (O.N.S., 2017) and that 30% of all children will experience their parents separating before they reach school age (Leech-Riddall, 2003, p.34). So, a six-year old child whose parents have divorced has only one role model for the majority of the time and may receive different messages from each parent. This may lead to the child feeling confused, angry and isolated. To deal with the feelings the child may seek attention at school by copying some of his peer’s bad behaviour. The different theories could all be applied in this situation. For example, Piaget believed that the child would “know ‘right-from-wrong’, depending on their stage and will react to some threat of punishment”. He referred to this as ‘Moral Reasoning’ (Slavin, 1986, p.58). Skinner believed that if the unwanted bad behaviour was ignored and peers rewarded for the desired behaviour, Vicarious Learning, then the child will make the correct behaviour choice more often. Maslow would say that the child’s basic needs of security and love are not being met and Bandura would say that the child had used the peer’s bad behaviour as a role model to feel part of a group. Finally, Vygotsky would argue that teachers, peers and adults could share their own experiences with the child to widen the child’s knowledge and learning of the situation. 
Another example could be if a child has a chronic illness or needs a long stay in hospital missing a lot of school. A child may try to seek attention to overcome their fears as well as reassurance. They may have a regression in social skills and development and feel isolated. Again, all five theorists could be applied to this situation. The basic needs of security and safety have not been met, and Bandura would argue that children need to belong to a group of peers, because so much school has been missed the child may not belong to any peer groups. Vygotsky backs this up as he believed that ‘social interaction is fundamental to learning’ (Bates, 2016, p.46) and Piaget would say that the child’s ‘stage’ may be altered due to the lack of social interactions whilst in hospital it could lead to delayed moral development. Finally, Skinner would again look for the positive reinforcement opportunities.
Not all the theories are as straightforward as these examples have implied. Maslow states that if basic needs are not met then no improvements can be made, they come before anything else. A hungry child may find it difficult to learn, even if there is a ‘Bandura positive role-model’ or a ‘Skinner reward’. The child’s hunger would dominate their drive. If the reward was food the child may work for that until they are full but then the reward of food would no longer work. Maslow also recognised that specific situations in an individual’s life may mean some needs will become more dominant than others, for example, bereavement or illness. Therefore, a child may have different basic needs at different times of their school life, depending on their current environment. Peer groups have their own rules about which social behaviours are acceptable. Bandura states children will behave in a way that enables them to be part of their peer group. Peer groups can be influential in negative ways such as requiring a child to have the latest fashion or up to date I.T. They can also be influential in positive behaviours in groups such as Brownies and Scouts (Leech-Riddall,2003). These groups provide the basic need of safety and security and the Bandura positive role-models. Piaget talks about social and emotional development and says that younger children do not have the concept of right or wrong, this will mean they behave in unacceptable ways, for example ‘throwing a tantrum’ when they are told no. Bandura would advise of a positive role model in this situation, because if an adult shouted at a child having a tantrum, then the child will learn to shout back. Maslow states that “certain needs must be met if we are to develop into socially and emotionally mature individuals” (Simply psychology, 2017). Children need security, not just to be protected from harm but the security of routine. Children need rules and boundaries and they need to be applied consistently as inconsistency leads to feelings of insecurity. The learning environment is sometimes the only place a child will have rules and boundaries and this in itself can create challenges. Skinner’s theory advises that a child “acquires language through operant conditioning.” (Leech-Riddall, 2003). For example, as they start to talk, “if a sound is reinforced by another person the child will learn to repeat them, any sounds not reinforced will be extinguished.” (Leech-Riddall, 2003. How would two children compare though from two different environments. For example, a child from a two-parent family with two or three siblings would get more responses than an only child from a single parent. Environment is the key factor.
In 1967 there was a review commissioned by the Government on ‘Children and their Primary School’. It was written by B. Plowden (Plowden, 1967). The psychological basis of the Plowden report about ‘the children, their growth and development’ was firmly based on Piaget’s theory. There had not been a thorough review of primary education in England since 1931. The report emphasised the need to see children as individuals and looked at the growing awareness that had developed of the importance to the individual of his family and social background. Although it recognised that children developed in stages it also recognised the influences of family and environment.
In conclusion it is clear that all the theories make sense and can be used to manage the challenges caused by internal and external factors in the learning environment. The theories work well together and aspects of each theory could be applied to the same challenge. The Plowden report, used in schools since 1967 accepted that children learned in stages. It also recognised that children are influenced by their family and environment. The Donaldson report (Donaldson, 2015) which will create the next changes in the Welsh curriculum states:
A further significant challenge is that disadvantage in its many forms too often has a pernicious effect on the educational achievement and personal well-being of children and young people. It is essential that the curriculum is designed in ways that will engage the interest of all children and young people and enable them to achieve. A curriculum that promotes high expectations for all can help schools to defeat the circumstances that condemn so many to educational underachievement (Donaldson, 2015). 
Has anything really changed? Maslow highlighted the Hierarchy of basic needs which are now just as relevant as they were in 1943, and frequently not being met. Vygotsky talked about children learning from their environment, however, children are more than ever challenged by their environments. Poverty is on the increase so will continue to have an effect on behaviour. Divorce and separation are common and again will have an effect a child’s behaviour and learning. Are schools ready to change? Will the Donaldson report finally take into account the importance of internal and external factors in a child’s learning?
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