Part 1: Behaviour Management and Effective Learner Engagement in the Post-16 Sector
Behaviour management within the post-16 sector encompasses preventative and responsive approaches used to establish expectations and create conditions conducive to learning (Wallace, 2014; Lebor, 2017; Robinson, 2019). It extends beyond discipline and compliance to relational and pedagogical dimensions of the learning environment (Lebor, 2017; Robinson, 2019). Learner engagement is similarly broader than attendance or observable participation, incorporating behavioural, cognitive and emotional involvement in learning (Kahu and Nelson, 2018; Li and Xue, 2023). Behaviour management and engagement are therefore interconnected but distinct: effective management can support engagement, while engaging teaching and positive educator-learner interactions may promote participation (Wallace, 2014; Kahu and Nelson, 2018). These considerations reflect professional expectations for effective, inclusive and context-sensitive teaching and support for learning within Welsh post-16 and higher education practice (Welsh Government, 2023; Advance HE, 2023). This essay critically evaluates behavioural, motivational, relational and supportive approaches and their effectiveness and applicability within the post-16 sector. 
Behaviourism provides an established foundation for behaviour management. Skinner (1953) proposes that behaviour is shaped by environmental consequences, particularly reinforcement, while Jablonsky and DeVries (1972) similarly emphasise environmental contingencies and behavioural responses. Within the post-16 sector, reinforcement, clear expectations and consistency can contribute to behaviour-management practice (Wallace, 2014). However, approaches focused predominantly upon control and observable compliance have limitations (Lebor, 2017; Robinson, 2019). Contemporary research conceptualises engagement as multidimensional and influenced by individual, relational and environmental factors, indicating that behaviourism alone provides an incomplete explanation of post-16 learner engagement (Kahu and Nelson, 2018; Robinson, 2019; Li and Xue, 2023).
Preventative approaches broaden management beyond reacting to difficulties. Jones (2007) emphasises organisation, proximity, routines, rules and incentives, while Wong and Wong (2009) emphasise preparation and classroom procedures. Brophy (2010) connects motivation with meaningful learning, self-regulation and expectations, whereas Glasser’s (1986) Control Theory foregrounds intrinsic needs and useful learning. Research within vocational education also associates interpersonal teacher behaviour with behavioural, emotional and cognitive engagement (van Uden, Ritzen and Pieters, 2014). Preventative management can therefore encompass interacting organisational, pedagogical, relational and motivational influences (Wallace, 2014). Within post-16 practice, effective prevention consequently involves more than establishing rules: organisation and consistency need to operate alongside purposeful teaching and relationships supporting participation (Brophy, 2010; Wallace, 2014). This is consistent with professional expectations for effective, inclusive practice responsive to learners and context (Welsh Government, 2023; Advance HE, 2023).
Contemporary approaches similarly combine preventative, relational and responsive strategies. Dix’s (2017) Pivotal Practice emphasises calm consistency, positive recognition, routines, scripted intervention and restorative follow-up, while Curwin, Mendler and Mendler’s (2008) Discipline with Dignity emphasises prevention, intervention, dignity and responsibility. Positive educator–learner relationships are also associated with engagement (van Uden, Ritzen and Pieters, 2014; Li and Xue, 2023). These principles are relevant to the post-16 sector alongside Wallace’s (2014) FE research identifying interpersonal strategies used to motivate learners and manage non-compliant behaviour. Relationships and preventative strategies can therefore operate alongside clear expectations and proportionate intervention (Wallace, 2014; Robinson, 2019).
Motivational perspectives recognise that engagement is influenced by internal, relational and contextual factors rather than external behavioural management alone (Kahu and Nelson, 2018; Ryan and Deci, 2020; Li and Xue, 2023). Maslow (1943) considers human needs; Herzberg, Mausner and Snyderman (1959) distinguish ‘hygiene’ factors from motivators such as achievement and recognition; Vroom (1964) relates motivation to expectations concerning effort, performance and valued outcomes; and Locke (1968) emphasises specific, challenging goals. Together, these perspectives highlight needs, recognition, expectations and goals as potential influences on motivation and engagement (Kahu and Nelson, 2018; Li and Xue, 2023). Self-Determination Theory additionally identifies autonomy, competence and relatedness as fundamental psychological needs associated with autonomous motivation (Ryan and Deci, 2020), while educational research associates engagement with self-efficacy, belonging and emotions (Kahu, Picton and Nelson, 2020). Motivation should therefore be understood through interacting influences rather than attributed to a single need or incentive (Ryan and Deci, 2020; Li and Xue, 2023).
Challenges to post-16 engagement may involve individual, pedagogical, relational and environmental factors (Kahu and Nelson, 2018; Li and Xue, 2023). Individual influences include self-efficacy, emotions and motivation (Kahu, Picton and Nelson, 2020), while interpersonal teacher behaviour is associated with behavioural, emotional and cognitive engagement (van Uden, Ritzen and Pieters, 2014). Digitally mediated learning creates additional complexity in conceptualising engagement (Nkomo, Daniel and Butson, 2021). Consequently, limited visible participation should not automatically be interpreted as deliberate disengagement, as observable behaviour may not represent the interacting factors influencing engagement (Kahu and Nelson, 2018; Li and Xue, 2023). A proportionate response therefore requires consideration of behavioural expectations, barriers to learning, motivation, relationships and circumstances requiring additional support (Robinson, 2019; Kahu and Nelson, 2018). This does not remove behavioural expectations but supports responses appropriate to learners and circumstances, reflecting professional commitments to inclusion, respect and responsiveness to learning context (Robinson, 2019; Welsh Government, 2023; Advance HE, 2023).
Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACEs), trauma and abuse may present additional challenges for some post-16 learners, although relationships with engagement are complex rather than deterministic (VanderKaay et al., 2025; Hartati et al., 2026; Kanter, Shteynberg and Hassija, 2026). Trauma-informed practice emphasises connection, empowerment, flexibility and predictability (VanderKaay et al., 2025). Hartati et al. (2026) identified an indirect relationship between ACEs and emotional engagement involving self-esteem and belonging, while Kanter, Shteynberg and Hassija (2026) identified relationships between ACEs, psychological distress, engagement and academic support. This evidence cautions against interpreting withdrawal or participation difficulties as evidence either of deliberate non-compliance or previous trauma (VanderKaay et al., 2025; Hartati et al., 2026).
Safeguarding responsibilities may arise where behaviour, engagement or disclosure indicates a potential welfare concern, requiring safeguarding procedures rather than solely a behaviour-management response (Welsh Government, 2022; Estyn, 2025). Practitioners should report concerns through established procedures rather than investigate them themselves (Welsh Government, 2022). Learner support may also involve wellbeing or pastoral provision; for example, UWTSD provides specialist wellbeing support and referral pathways (University of Wales Trinity Saint David, 2025). This reinforces the distinction between behaviour-management responses and circumstances requiring additional professional support (Robinson, 2019; Welsh Government, 2022).
Behaviour-management practice within the Welsh post-16 sector is situated within legislation concerning equality, ALN and tertiary education (Equality Act 2010; Additional Learning Needs and Education Tribunal (Wales) Act 2018; Tertiary Education and Research (Wales) Act 2022). The Equality Act 2010 includes disability discrimination and reasonable-adjustment duties, while the ALNET (Wales) Act 2018 and Additional Learning Needs Code for Wales establish responsibilities for identifying and meeting ALN, including within FE (Welsh Government, 2021). Participation or behavioural difficulties may sometimes be associated with disability, ALN or environmental barriers (Equality Act 2010; Welsh Government, 2021; Robinson, 2019). The Tertiary Education and Research (Wales) Act 2022 provides the wider tertiary statutory framework, while Estyn (2025) and Welsh Government (2025) reinforce inclusive support and consistent approaches to learner behaviour. Expectations should therefore remain clear while being applied equitably with consideration of individual needs and barriers (Welsh Government, 2021; Estyn, 2025), consistent with professional expectations for inclusive and learner-centred Welsh post-16 practice (Welsh Government, 2023).
Relational communication is relevant because educator- learner interactions are associated with engagement (Wallace, 2014; van Uden, Ritzen and Pieters, 2014). Berne’s (1961) Transactional Analysis (TA) examines communication through Parent, Adult and Child ego states and may provide a reflective lens for considering Adult-to-Adult interaction (Stewart and Joines, 2012). Active listening emphasises attention to meaning and feelings (Rogers and Farson, 1987). Coaching and mentoring offer developmental approaches: Whitmore’s (2017) GROW model structures coaching around Goal, Reality, Options and Will, while Clutterbuck (2014) emphasises reflection, challenge, support and independence within mentoring. These approaches can complement behaviour management but should not replace appropriate behavioural, safeguarding or specialist responses (Clutterbuck, 2014; Whitmore, 2017; Robinson, 2019), consistent with professional expectations for inclusive and effective support for learning (Welsh Government, 2023; Advance HE, 2023).
Overall, no single model sufficiently accounts for behaviour management and learner engagement within the post-16 sector, where individual, relational and educational factors interact (Kahu and Nelson, 2018; Li and Xue, 2023). Behaviourist, preventative and relational approaches contribute reinforcement, consistency, organisation, relationships and proportionate intervention (Wallace, 2014; Robinson, 2019), while motivational, inclusive and trauma-informed perspectives reinforce the importance of learner context (Ryan and Deci, 2020; Welsh Government, 2021; VanderKaay et al., 2025). The potential effectiveness of any strategy is therefore context-dependent; reinforcement, routines, relational approaches or developmental support may each have value, but their suitability depends upon the behaviour, learner circumstances and purpose of intervention (Wallace, 2014; Robinson, 2019). 
Effective behaviour management should consequently combine clear expectations, engaging pedagogy, positive relationships, appropriate support and proportionate responses rather than focus solely upon compliance (Wallace, 2014; Robinson, 2019). Effective practice therefore requires professional judgement, consistent with professional frameworks foregrounding effective, inclusive and context-sensitive teaching and support for learning (Welsh Government, 2023; Advance HE, 2023).
Part 2: Critical Reflective Account - Behaviour Management and Learner Engagement
Critical reflection enables practitioners to examine experiences, question interpretations and use learning to inform future professional action (Schön, 1983; Brookfield, 2017). Driscoll’s (2007) What? So What? Now What? model structures reflection on two professional observations and an episode of my own teaching, focusing on behaviour management, learner engagement and implications for my developing practice. This is relevant within the post-16 sector, where behaviour management requires professional judgement and relational, preventative and responsive approaches appropriate to learners and context (Wallace, 2014; Robinson, 2019). Professional development is considered in relation to the Professional Standards for Further Education Teachers, Work-Based Learning Practitioners and Adult Learning Practitioners in Wales (Welsh Government, 2023) and the Professional Standards Framework for Teaching and Supporting Learning in Higher Education 2023 (Advance HE, 2023).
During the first observation, an unexpected technical difficulty provided an opportunity to observe positive behaviour management. When remote learners were initially unable to access the session, several learners left their seats to assist; the lecturer remained calm, acknowledged their efforts and, once technical support arrived, thanked and redirected them to their seats. This reflected calm redirection and positive recognition associated with relational and preventative behaviour management (Curwin, Mendler and Mendler, 2008; Wallace, 2014; Dix, 2017). Their movement was not automatically treated as deliberate non-compliance, illustrating contextual interpretation and proportionate intervention without unnecessary confrontation (Curwin, Mendler and Mendler, 2008; Dix, 2017; Robinson, 2019). This challenged me to consider how my own interpretation of behaviour may influence the response I select (Brookfield, 2017; Robinson, 2019).
A further incident developed my understanding of behaviour management as including management of participation rather than solely responses to disruption. One quieter learner was repeatedly spoken over; the lecturer subsequently created an opportunity for her to contribute and positively acknowledged her response. This reflected inclusive, relational approaches emphasising dignity, positive relationships and appropriate expectations (Curwin, Mendler and Mendler, 2008; Wallace, 2014; Robinson, 2019). The lecturer’s movement around the environment also provided visible professional presence and interaction with different learners. Proximity and active presence are identified within preventative approaches as potentially supporting engagement while reducing the need for overt intervention (Jones, 2007; Wallace, 2014). This broadened my understanding that positive behaviour management can include creating conditions for equitable participation while maintaining dignity across the group (Wallace, 2014; Robinson, 2019). This is also consistent with the emphasis on inclusive learning, respect for learners and equitable opportunities to participate within the Welsh Professional Standards and PSF 2023 (Welsh Government, 2023; Advance HE, 2023).
The second observation further developed my understanding of relational behaviour management and how interpersonal strategies may simultaneously support engagement and redirect behaviour (Wallace, 2014; van Uden, Ritzen and Pieters, 2014). The lecturer greeted learners individually, used their names and incorporated warmth and humour, which I interpreted as contributing to a positive relational environment. However, engagement could not be attributed to humour alone. Directed questioning was particularly significant when learners were talking or interrupting, as academic questions were sometimes directed towards them, redirecting attention without publicly identifying them as a behavioural problem. I interpreted this as non-confrontational redirection that maintained dignity while reinforcing expectations (Curwin, Mendler and Mendler, 2008; Robinson, 2019). This demonstrated how questioning can serve both pedagogical and behaviour-management functions, although its effectiveness remains context-dependent (Wallace, 2014; Robinson, 2019).
The second observation also demonstrated that relational strategies may support engagement without necessarily producing sustained re-engagement in every context, consistent with evidence that engagement is influenced by interacting individual, relational and educational factors (Kahu and Nelson, 2018; Robinson, 2019; Li and Xue, 2023). Two learners continued talking and laughing and appeared tired through frequent yawning, despite directed questioning and the lecturer checking their wellbeing. This prompted me to consider how contextual and environmental factors may influence engagement without assuming tiredness explained the behaviour (Kahu and Nelson, 2018; Li and Xue, 2023). This directly influenced my subsequent practice: the following week I introduced a hydration station, small sweet treats and visual, sensory and tactile resources to provide varied opportunities for participation. This reflected my developing understanding that engaging pedagogy and preventative environmental adaptations can contribute to proactive behaviour management (Brophy, 2010; Wallace, 2014; Robinson, 2019). It also strengthened my awareness of the professional responsibility to design learning environments that recognise learner diversity and promote meaningful opportunities for engagement (Welsh Government, 2023; Advance HE, 2023).
Reflection on my own teaching highlighted the importance of distinguishing observable behaviour from assumptions about learner intent (Brookfield, 2017; Robinson, 2019). During an online session, several learners looked away from their screens, smiled and laughed while muted, initially leading me to consider whether off-task communication or mobile-phone use was occurring. However, I had no direct evidence of this. Engagement cannot reliably be determined from isolated observable behaviours and may be influenced by interacting factors (Kahu and Nelson, 2018; Li and Xue, 2023). Rather than confronting learners about an unverified assumption, I increased interaction and used directed questioning to redirect attention. This reflected non-confrontational redirection and preservation of learner dignity (Curwin, Mendler and Mendler, 2008; Robinson, 2019). This reinforced responding to observable behaviour and its impact rather than attributing unverified intentions (Brookfield, 2017; Robinson, 2019).
Further reflection led me to question whether my directed questioning represented wholly intentional proportionate intervention or was partly influenced by uncertainty about my authority within another lecturer’s established group. Questioning assumptions underlying professional decisions is central to critical reflective practice (Schön, 1983; Brookfield, 2017). My lesson reflection identified that I was conscious of being a guest lecturer and uncertain about intervening more explicitly, despite having planned clear expectations, positive noticing and proportionate intervention. This exposed a tension: maintaining dignity and relationships is important, but relational behaviour management should not become avoidance of appropriate intervention when behaviour affects learning (Curwin, Mendler and Mendler, 2008; Robinson, 2019). Schön’s (1983) reflection-in-action and reflection-on-action helped me recognise that although I adapted during the session, subsequent reflection enabled me to examine my reasoning. My development need is therefore greater confidence and judgement in determining when subtle redirection is sufficient and when clearer reinforcement is appropriate (Wallace, 2014; Robinson, 2019). Developing this capacity for critical self-evaluation and informed professional judgement is consistent with the reflective and developmental expectations of both professional standards frameworks (Welsh Government, 2023; Advance HE, 2023).
Collectively, these experiences have informed a more graduated approach to my future practice. I intend to use preventative strategies, clear expectations, professional presence, positive recognition and relational approaches before calm redirection and, where necessary, clearer reinforcement of expectations (Jones, 2007; Curwin, Mendler and Mendler, 2008; Wallace, 2014; Dix, 2017; Robinson, 2019). I will respond primarily to observable behaviour and its impact on learning while remaining attentive to contextual influences on engagement (Kahu and Nelson, 2018; Brookfield, 2017; Li and Xue, 2023). When teaching within another professional’s established group, I will clarify behaviour-management responsibilities beforehand so uncertainty about my role does not inhibit proportionate intervention. This commitment to reflection, inclusive practice and continuing professional development aligns with both the Welsh Professional Standards (Welsh Government, 2023) and the Professional Standards Framework for Teaching and Supporting Learning in Higher Education 2023 (Advance HE, 2023). Specific targets are identified within my SMART professional-development action plan (Appendix C).
Overall, the observations and reflection on my own teaching have shifted my understanding of behaviour management towards preventative, relational and context-sensitive practice, consistent with literature emphasising relationships, prevention and proportionate intervention (Wallace, 2014; Robinson, 2019). Positive recognition, dignity, professional presence and inclusive participation reflected relational and preventative behaviour-management principles (Jones, 2007; Curwin, Mendler and Mendler, 2008; Dix, 2017). Reflection on my own practice additionally demonstrated the importance of questioning assumptions underlying professional decisions (Schön, 1983; Brookfield, 2017). Effective practice requires professional judgement in selecting and adapting strategies to learners and context (Wallace, 2014; Robinson, 2019). Continued critical reflection and professional learning will therefore remain central to my developing behaviour-management and learner-engagement practice, consistent with the emphasis on reflective, inclusive and evidence-informed professional development within the Welsh Professional Standards (Welsh Government, 2023) and PSF 2023 (Advance HE, 2023).

