ECIE4011: Exploring behaviours and interventions in the learning environment
When examining children's behaviour, it is essential to consider multiple interacting influences rather than viewing actions as separate factors. These factors may be environmental, biological predispositions and developmental stages (O’Toole and Hayes, 2020). Humanistic and behaviouristic theories offer differing explanations for behaviour, providing support staff in education with framework to draw upon as a guide when assessing appropriate, inclusive and holistic support for individuals (Cullen, 2011). As children are often unable to articulate how and why they are feeling, behaviour serves as a means of communication, encouraging adults to look for underlying causes (Grimmer,2022). This work will explore the diverse factors influencing behaviour, including neurodiversity, behavioural disorders and theoretical perspectives, before considering how educational policies and practices support positive outcomes for children.

Varied reasons for behaviour might include poor regulations of emotion, environmental stress, or genetically based problems, and combinations of these factors should also be considered (O’Toole and Hayes, 2020). Additionally, the factors of genetic influences, ‘One way to think about genetic influences is as building blocks; these components can be put together in many different ways to come up with many different outcomes.’ (Cherry, 2018, cited in O’Toole and Hayes, 2020) As children might be unable to fully understand how they are feeling or what is happening in their body, they communicate through behaviour. Therefore, it is vital to do one’s utmost to understand what their behaviour is indicating and to consider multiple perspectives rather than rely on assumptions (Grimmer, 2022).

Among the many factors that influences children’s behaviour is whether their primary needs are being adequately fulfilled. Maslow’s Hierarchy Of Human Needs (1943), also known as Maslow’s Pyramid, suggest that if an individual’s basic needs are met, the fulfilment of higher needs can follow. The pyramid progresses from bottom to top, starting with physical and biological needs, followed with safety and well-being, social and relational, self-esteem and concluding with self-actualization. If a child does not have their physical and biological needs met - for example food and drink - they might struggle to regulate their emotions, as they are thirsty and not fully focused on what is happening around them, which may be reflected in their behaviour. According to Maslow’s theory, greater focus needs to be placed on these factors to develop a strong foundation for a child, promoting resilience and the achievement of self-actualization (Cullen, 2011). Additionally, if a child is repeatedly deprived of feeling secured, such as not being acknowledged when they are experiencing distress, this can negatively affect their behaviour and development (NSPCC Learning, 2021).

Another contributing factor to behaviour is understanding a child’s developmental stage. Theory of Mind (Premack and Woodruff, 1978) refers to the ability to recognise that others have intentions, desires and emotions that may differ from one’s own, and to understand that these mental states influence how they think and behave. Empathy is related, as it involves recognising how others are feeling and accommodate their actions accordingly. Theory of Mind begins to develop early in babies but does not get to be fully developed until later, meaning that, on some occasions, there might be inappropriate expectations of children causing varied behaviour. A child might not understand that pushing another child to reach a desired goal can cause pain or emotional distress. If adults respond by excessively punishing the behaviour, this may lead to confusion and frustration, as the child may not yet comprehend why the act is considered inappropriate (Ruhl, 2025).

Individuals who are neurodivergent may experience developmental differences in specific areas, such as communication and social interaction (Aherne,2023). Their behaviour and development may differ from neurotypical people (Aherne, 2023). Neurodiversity can be understood as diverse ways people experience the world. A person who is ‘neurodivergent’ processes inputs differently from what is considered ‘typical’. That can be viewed in the way they learn and take in information, as well as how others perceive them and in the way they communicate (Aherne, 2023, p. 19). As neurodivergent people live in a world designated by neurotypical people, the environment is often not suited for them and set up in a way designed for neurotypical individuals. Which might lead them to find certain experiences difficult to access and be viewed in a different way (Aherne, 2023, p. 20). ABA (Applied Behavioural Analysis) takes on the idea of Burrhus Frederic Skinner, who is known for theory of Operant Conditioning (1937), where behaviour is manipulated by their consequences through reinforcement, either giving in a as reward or by punishment, removing it. For example, through sticker chart, in which case a child will receive a sticker for fulfilling a specific task. There have been many modifications to Skinner’s theory, as it is often viewed as controversial due to its emphasis on behaviour manipulation and its failure to fully cover the key aspects of internal mental states and uniquely human experiences (Cullen, 2011). ABA involves observing behaviour and developing an individualized intervention plan suited to a person’s specific needs. It aims to reinforce adaptive behaviours, promote independence, and reduce behaviours that may pose harm. ABA is commonly used with neurodivergent individuals, and is grounded in behavioural theory, focusing on observable behaviour and environmental influences (Autism Speaks, no date). 

A contributing factor which influences behaviour is Oppositional Defiant Disorder (ODD) or Conduct Disorder (CD). While ODD and CD are related disruptive behaviour disorders, ODD is characterised by persistent defiant and oppositional behaviour, whereas CD involves more severe behaviours that violate social norms and the rights of others (Anna Freud, no date). Individuals might struggle with their emotions, feel angry and more often lose temper and experience tantrums, as well as find it difficult to comply with instructions and can become physically violent. Causes for these behaviours vary, for instance, they can be biological, environmental or psychological (Anna Freud, no date). This behaviour can then lead to having an adverse relationship to authority figures, as well as struggle to make meaningful relationships and underperform at school and work. Individuals with ODD or CD are at an increased risk of developing mental health disorders, such as depression and anxiety. When supporting individuals with ODD or CD, it may be beneficial to address these co-existing mental health disorders first, as this can contribute to overall behavioural improvement (NHS, Essex Partnership University, 2023). As there is currently no definite method for preventing the development of ODD or CD, early intervention is paramount. This involves providing consistent support focused on reducing symptoms severity and preventing a further escalation. With appropriate support, individuals can be equipped with effective coping strategies to help them navigate their life while managing ODD or CD (NHS, Essex Partnership University, 2023). Through B.F. Skinner’s theory of Operant Conditioning (1937), CD and ODD may be learned through reinforcement. For example, if a child refuses to comply with instructions and the adult withdraws the demand to avoid conflict, the child’s defiant behaviour is negatively reinforced. As the removal of the demand acts as a reward, the likelihood of the defiant behaviour being repeated increases. Conversely, appropriate behaviour can be strengthened through positive reinforcement, such as praise or rewards (McLeod, 2025). 

Within the educational sector, schools are legally required to adhere to statutory policies designed to promote children’s wellbeing, safeguard their welfare and support positive behaviour. For instance, Portfield School’s Policy Document for Performance (2023) outlines its commitment for professional growth to improve outcomes for learners. Performance development policies provide a framework for reflective practice, person-centred and inclusive approaches. Under the section titled Continuous Professional Performance Development, the policy states that ‘…professional performance development has a focus on improving outcomes for learner in relation to the four purposes, principles of progression, achievement and attainment’ (Portfield School, 2023). By promoting professional development, schools are better equipped to understand and support pupils’ physiological, safety and emotional needs. This aligns with Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs (1943). For neurodivergent pupils, particularly those who experience communication differences, increased staff knowledge and understanding creates opportunities to ensure that core needs are effectively supported, promoting wellbeing and progression towards self-actualisation (Cullen, 2011). Under the Social Services and Wellbeing (Wales) Act 2014 and Education Act 2002, Portfield School is committed to safeguarding and promoting the welfare of children and adults at risk. Part of this policy focuses on prevention, ensuring that children feel secure, are listened to, and can confide in a trusted adult when seeking help, stating ‘establish and maintain an ethos where children feel secure and are encouraged to talk, and are heard’ (Portfield School, 2025). Staff are expected to respond to disclosures without making assumptions or allowing a child’s previous behaviour, including occasions where they may not have told the truth, to influence their professional judgment (Portfield School, 2025). This policy follows Carl Rogers’ Person-Centred Theory (1951), which emphasises placing the child at the centre of decision-making and responding with genuineness, empathy and unconditional positive regard (Cullen, 2011). In an educational context, this can be reflected in support staff actively listening to pupils and promoting their autonomy and personal development (Cullen, 2011).

To summarise, children’s behaviour is shaped by multiple factors, including biological, developmental, psychological and environmental influences. Neurodivergent children may experience additional differences, such as communication and social interaction due to neurological variation rather than deliberate misconduct, requiring inclusive approaches. Behavioural disorders such as ODD and CD demonstrate how emotional regulation difficulties can affect behaviour. Humanistic and behaviouristic theories offer contrasting perspectives on behaviour and its causes. Behaviourist theories highlight how reinforcement shapes behaviour, whereas humanistic perspectives emphasise empathy and unconditional positive regard. These guide the policies that have been put in place for learning and safeguarding and offer direction to support staff in education settings, such as person-centred practices and holistic strategies. Ultimately, understanding behaviour as a form of communication enables adults to respond thoughtfully and objectively, promoting resilience, inclusion and positive developmental outcomes.  
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