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ECIE4011
Discuss a range of factors that can influence children’s behaviour (both positively and negatively) in a learning environment.

    This essay will discuss a range of factors that can influence children’s behaviour (both positively and negatively) in a learning environment. It will demonstrate an understanding of the factors that influence children’s behaviour in learning environments and knowledge of the personal characteristics that influence children’s behaviour.’

  Behaviour is a form of communication that consists of wanted and unwanted behaviours. Oxford Dictionary (2025) defines behaviour as “the way in which one acts or conducts oneself, especially towards others.’ “The way in which an animal or person behaves in response to a particular situation or stimulus.”  Behaviour is often a form of communication in children who may lack the verbal skills to express complex feelings or needs. Schulz (2024)

 Children’s challenging behaviour occurs for a variety of reasons. They may be frustrated by something they can’t do yet, they may be tired, hungry, sad or just excited. ( Girdano et al, 2024) Factors that influence children’s behaviour include behavioural, cognitive, systemic, psychodynamic, and biological. 

  Skinner 1904-1990   an American psychologist, discovered that the behaviour of rats could be controlled by food rewards. One of Skinner’s best known inventions was the ‘operant conditioning chamber’ (the Skinner box). Skinner showed how positive reinforcement worked by placing a hungry rat in the box, which contained a lever in the side. As the rat moved around the box, it would accidentally knock the lever. As soon as it did, a food pellet would drop into a container next to the lever. The rat quickly learned to go straight to the lever after being put in the box a few times. The consequence of receiving food if it pressed the lever ensured that the rat would repeat the action again and again (McLeod 2007a)
This experiment demonstrates Skinner’s idea of operant conditioning. Operant conditioning can be applied to any situation where the required behaviour is reinforced with a reward. Skinner believed that positive reinforcements (rewards) and negative reinforcements (sanctions) both contribute to an individual's motivation for learning and behaviour. Skinner applied his findings about animals to human behaviour.
  In the classroom, positive reinforcement is used to increase appropriate or desired behaviour by offering something the child likes (such as a sticker). When the child demonstrates the desired behaviour, such as sitting still in assembly, the reinforcer must be given. Reinforcers may include the child’s choice of a favourite activity, stickers, merit points, or praise in merit assembly.
  Punishment is used to decrease undesirable behaviour. When a child is making noises during assembly or story time, the adult may reprimand the child. If the child then stops making noises, the reprimand is effective. Punishments include time-outs, verbal reprimands, suspensions of privileges, and temporary removal of a favourite object or toy. (Smith et al, 2012)

   According to Skinner (2015) “All we need to know to describe behaviour is this: “Actions followed by good outcomes are likely to reoccur and actions followed by bad outcomes are less likely to recur.” Behaviourism looks at the environment and external factors that would have an important role in influencing behaviour.  Skinner believed that we could predict and control behaviour by manipulating the environment. Blakemor4e and Fritch (2005). In this way Operant Conditioning can be said to be a factor that influences children’s behaviour.

 
  A Swiss biologist, Jean Piaget, used observations of his own children, plus a wider sample of children, to develop his theories of cognitive development. Piaget believed that children progress through stages of cognitive development based on fixed age ranges. Within these stages, the children’s pattern of learning, or schemas as he called them, were very different from adult ways of problem solving. He also believed in the importance of young children learning through action and exploration of their environment using their sensory motor skills. According to Piaget, children are actively involved in structuring their own cognitive development through exploration of their environment. Children need real objects and ‘concrete experiences’ to discover things for themselves. The adult’s role is to provide children with experiences in a suitable environment to facilitate the children’s instinctive ability to think and learn. Cognitive development occurs in four stages, which are universal. They apply to all forms of learning and across all cultures. (Smith et al, p.22, 2012)
These four stages include the sensorimotor stage, which occurs from birth to 2 years. This is where learning takes place through touch and feel.  The preoperational stage, which occurs at 2 to 7 years, where the ability to arrange objects logically starts to develop. The concrete stage, which occurs between 7 and 11 years, where the ability to think logically about events begins to become more structured. The formal operational stage, which occurs at 11 years and upwards, is where abstract thinking and verbal reasoning start to develop.
Piaget’s theory suggests that people construct knowledge as opposed to receiving it. He suggests that the construction of knowledge is based on the individual’s experiences, which in turn are influenced by their emotional, biological and mental state of development. (Bates, p50,2023)
   The model suggests that a child’s cognitive development is not just about acquiring knowledge. Cognitive development occurs through the interaction of innate capacities (nature) and environmental events (nurture). (Wadsworth, 1989)

   Piaget’s cognitive Development theory suggests that if a child has had negative experiences, such as ACEs, the connections that form the cortex are less developed, and therefore, are less able to deal with situations calmly and rationally. Hence, the flight or fight responses. This is because the brain is ever-changing. It can alter its structure to adapt to certain life experiences, particularly those that occur during childhood.  The cells in the brain, known as neurons, are all connected in a complicated network. Throughout a lifetime, new connections are formed, and old connections are lost. Existing connections are strengthened or weakened.  Throughout childhood, these connections are continually created and modified. As a child matures, many of the connections are renewed or modified until a new, resourceful brain is formed. This process continues at a slower rate throughout life, allowing us to learn from our experiences throughout our lifespan. The ability of a child’s brain to change is hugely beneficial as it allows development to occur at an incredible rate. However, to do this, the young brain must be extremely sensitive to events occurring in its environment. This heightened sensitivity increases the vulnerability of the brain to stressful life events such as adverse childhood experiences (ACES), such as physical abuse, neglect and exposure to domestic violence. If a person is in a constant state of fear, their brain may adapt to survive their environment. This can lead to impaired development of areas of the brain involved in logical thinking, such as the prefrontal cortex and memory, such as the hippocampus. Areas involved in emotional responses, such as the amygdala, an almond-shaped structure in the brain, become more active, resulting in that person becoming more vigilant to information and more likely to perceive information as a threat rather than rationalise it. The amygdala is critical in generating responses.  When presented with a potential threat, the amygdala undergoes a surge of activity, which may result in the generation of a “fight or flight” response. The rationalisation that follows is due to the prefrontal cortex, which is positioned behind the forehead. When presented with a potential threat, the prefrontal cortex can decide whether the response from the amygdala is justified and regulate its activity accordingly. However, if the activity of the prefrontal cortex is impaired after a period of intense stress, such as experiencing ACEs, there is reduced regulation over the amygdala and reactions to potential threats may become more intense and longer lasting.  (Nation centre for mental health 2019).
Child A  has witnessed domestic abuse. On attending school, he was anxious; Interactions with staff members would trigger his fight or flight response. He would run around the class, knocking things down as he tried eloping. In this way the cognitive development theory can be said to be a factor that influences children’s behviour.




The policy of placement A follows Skinner theory of Operant conditioning as it supports children who show wanted behaviours and deters negative behaviours. This is demonstrated in the policy stating that it rewards good behaviour. Rewards will be awarded for sustained or improved effort, attentive listening, cooperation with others, being kind, honest and polite by the school merit system or house token system, weekly merit assembly-star of the week, Hot chocolate Friday winners for those who consistently exhibit good behaviour and capture the moment, which recognises acts of kindness and care. (School A Behaviour policy, 2025)

The policy states that appropriate sanctions will be used consistently for pupils who do not meet the agreed expectations of behaviour. Incidents of bullying and or seriously inappropriate behaviour are recorded. Serious incidents such as bullying or physical assault are reported to the headteacher.  Sanctions include a verbal reprimand by the teacher, loss of golden time, responsibilities/privileges, and loss of break times/lunch times following the session in which the bad behaviour occurred. Behaviour books/contracts/record cards may be implemented at this stage. Repeated poor behaviour will result in an increasing number of breaks missed per incident until the pupil realises that they must socialise acceptably. (School A (Behaviour policy, 2025) Although there is not a specific ALN policy in school A that supports the management of behviour of pupils that have experienced ACES the school has developed a new health and wellbeing Area of learning and Experience as part of the new curriculum for Wales. This supports the physical, psychological, emotional and social aspects of pupils’ lives. Resources include a weekly circle time which discusses different topics. PSHE which includes emotional literacy, social skills and spiritual development. They school also offers ELSA sessions to support pupils emotional development. This health and wellbeing work links closely to the rights of the child. Article 29 -You have the right to be the best you can be. Education must help you develop your skills and talents to the full.  (UN Convention on the Rights of the Child 1992,  placement A 2025)

In conclusion, behaviour is often a form of communication and consists of wanted and unwanted behaviours. Many factors influence behaviour. Skinner’s operant conditioning theory(1937)  suggests that positive behaviour is more likely to recur when it is reinforced by rewards. If negative behaviour is punished, then it is less likely to occur. Piaget’s social constructivist theory (1936, 1950) suggests that the construction of knowledge is based on individual experiences, which are in turn influenced by their emotional, biological and mental state of development. (Bate, p50, 2023). According to Piaget, behaviour  is influenced by thought  and the ability to reason, so experiencing  ACEs, means that the brain is  less able to deal with situations rationally and more likely to trigger the fight or flight response.
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