Children’s behaviour is shaped by a wide range of interacting factors, including their
early relationships, environmental influences, cognitive development and exposure to
stress or trauma. Understanding these influences is essential for educators, as
behaviour is often a form of communication that reflects a child’s emotional state,
needs or past experiences. Theories such as attachment theory, behaviourism, social
learning theory and ecological systems theory each offer valuable insights into why
children behave in particular ways and how adults can respond effectively. By drawing
on these perspectives, practitioners can develop a more holistic understanding of
behaviour and create supportive environments that promote positive development.

Attachment theory, developed by Bowlby (1969), highlights the importance of early
relationships in shaping a child’s emotional security and ability to regulate their
behaviour. Children who experience consistent, responsive caregiving are more likely
to develop secure attachments, which support resilience, confidence and the ability to
manage emotions. In contrast, children who experience inconsistent or neglectful care
may struggle with trust, emotional regulation and forming positive relationships. These
difficulties can manifest as challenging behaviour in educational settings, particularly
when children feel overwhelmed or unsafe. Understanding attachment helps educators
respond with empathy and consistency, rather than interpreting behaviour as
deliberate defiance.

Behaviourism also offers important insights into children’s behaviour. Skinner (1938)
emphasised the role of reinforcement in shaping actions, suggesting that behaviour is
learned through the consequences that follow it. Positive reinforcement, such as praise
or rewards, can encourage desirable behaviour, while negative reinforcement or
punishment may reduce unwanted actions. In educational settings, behaviourist
strategies are often used to promote routines, encourage participation and support
classroom management. However, critics argue that behaviourism does not fully
account for internal processes such as emotions, thoughts or motivations, which also
influence behaviour.

Social learning theory, introduced by Bandura (1977), builds on behaviourism by
recognising the importance of observation and imitation. Children learn not only
through direct reinforcement but also by watching others, including parents, peers and
teachers. This means that adults play a crucial role in modelling positive behaviour,
emotional regulation and problem-solving skills. However, exposure to aggression,
conflict or inconsistent responses can contribute to behavioural difficulties. Social
learning theory highlights the importance of creating positive role models and
supportive social environments.



Trauma can also have a significant impact on children’s behaviour. Experiences such
as abuse, neglect, domestic violence or instability can affect the developing brain and
lead to difficulties with emotional regulation, attention and impulse control. Van der
Kolk (2014) explains that trauma can activate the body’s stress response, making
children more reactive and less able to manage strong emotions. In educational
settings, this may present as aggression, withdrawal, hypervigilance or difficulty
concentrating. Trauma-informed approaches emphasise safety, predictability and
strong relationships, helping children feel secure enough to engage in learning and
develop healthier coping strategies.

Studies show that screen time is another factor that can influence children’s behaviour,
particularly when it is excessive or used before bedtime. High levels of screen use can
disrupt sleep quality, which affects a child’s energy levels, mood and ability to
concentrate the following day. Excessive digital stimulation can also lead to
overstimulation, making it harder for children to focus on tasks that are not
technology-based (World Health Organization, 2019). These effects can contribute to
irritability, reduced attention span and difficulties with emotional regulation.

There are many apps designed for children that can support their development. These
tools can encourage speech and language skills as well as help children practise core
subjects such as literacy and numeracy. The Department for Education (2020)
highlights that well-designed online educational tools can be beneficial, as they provide
immediate feedback, use visually engaging formats and make learning more enjoyable,
helping children stay focused and supporting those who may find traditional teaching
methods more challenging.

Digital technology is now a routine part of modern life, and children are introduced to it
from a very young age. This early exposure can influence attention span and shape how
effectively children develop social and emotional communication skills. Depending on
the type of content they engage with, digital media can reduce a child’s ability to stay
focused on slower or more mundane tasks, as they become accustomed to fast-paced
and highly stimulating digital environments (ICTE, 2021). For example, children who
regularly use apps or games that offer instant rewards may find it more difficult to
tolerate delayed gratification or engage in activities that require sustained
concentration, such as reading or extended writing tasks. Digital influence also extends
to children’s social development. While online platforms can support communication
and help children maintain friendships, they may also limit opportunities for
face-to-face interaction. These real-world interactions are essential for developing
empathy, turn-taking and the ability to read non-verbal cues. When children spend
large amounts of time interacting through screens rather than in person, they may have
fewer opportunities to practise these important social skills. This can affect how they



manage conflict, express emotions and build relationships with peers. However, digital
technology also offers meaningful benefits when used purposefully. The Department
for Education (2020) highlights that well-designed online educational tools can be
beneficial, as they provide immediate feedback, use visually engaging formats and
make learning more enjoyable. These features can help maintain children’s attention
and support those who may find traditional teaching methods more challenging. Digital
tools can also be personalised to meet individual needs, which is particularly valuable
for children with additional learning needs or those who require differentiated
instruction. Overall, digital influence is neither entirely positive nor negative. Its impact
depends on factors such as the type of content, the level of adult supervision and the
balance between online and offline experiences. Understanding these influences helps
educators and caregivers make informed decisions about how technology is used to
support children’s development and behaviour.

Children’s developmentis an ongoing and deeply individual process, and it is important
to recognise that no single approach or theory can fully explain every aspect of their
behaviour. Each child brings their own experiences, strengths and challenges into the
learning environment, and this diversity requires educators to remain flexible,
observant and responsive. By taking time to understand the whole child, practitioners
can build stronger relationships and create learning spaces where children feel valued,
supported and able to thrive.

Bronfenbrenner’s ecological systems theory (1979) provides a comprehensive
framework for understanding how multiple environmental layers influence behaviour.
The microsystem, including family, school and peers, has the most direct impact.
Positive, consistent relationships within this system support secure attachments,
self-esteem and emotional regulation. The mesosystem reflects the connections
between these environments, such as communication between home and school. The
exosystem includes wider influences such as parental employment or community
resources, while the macrosystem encompasses cultural values, social norms and
economic conditions. This theory emphasises that behaviour cannot be understood in
isolation but must be viewed within the broader context of a child’s life.

In conclusion, children’s behaviour is shaped by a wide range of interacting factors,
including their early relationships, environmental influences, cognitive development
and exposure to stress or trauma. Theories such as attachment theory, behaviourism,
social learning theory and ecological systems theory each offer valuable insights into
why children behave in particular ways and how adults can respond effectively.
Understanding these perspectives helps educators recognise that behaviour is often a
form of communication rather than deliberate defiance, particularly for children who
have experienced trauma or inconsistent caregiving. Modern influences, such as



screen time and digital technology, also play an increasingly significant role in shaping
behaviour. While excessive or poorly timed screen use can negatively affect sleep,
attention and emotional regulation, technology can also provide meaningful benefits
when used purposefully. Educational apps and digital tools can support speech,
language and core academic skills, offering engaging and accessible learning
opportunities for children who may struggle with traditional methods. Overall, adopting
a holistic and informed approach enables educators to respond to behaviour with
empathy, consistency and understanding. By considering the full range of biological,
psychological and environmental factors, practitioners are better equipped to create
supportive learning environments that promote positive behaviour, emotional wellbeing
and long-term development.
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