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This essay will discuss a range of factors that can influence children’s behaviour, both positively and negatively in a learning environment. It will illustrate an awareness of the factors that influence children’s behaviour in the learning environment, and knowledge of the personal characteristics that effect children’s behaviour. 
All behaviour is a form of communication. Most children and young people will behave in challenging ways at some point. Feeling upset, angry, or disappointed is a normal part of life. Children are still learning to manage their ‘big’ feelings in response to their emotions. Young children may have a tantrum, older teenagers may lash out and push boundaries as they test their independence. It is the role of the adult to help children recognise their feelings and emotions and how to manage them, to be a good role model promoting positive behaviour. (Barnardos, 2024)
Behaviourism is a theory that “views learning as a ‘cause and effect’ mechanism, in which external factors lead to a response, and over time, this response becomes learnt behaviour.” Drew (2024, quoted in Duchesne et al. 2014, p.160). B.F.Skinner was a behaviourist theorist who fabricated the concept of ‘operant conditioning’ (Aubrey and Riley, 2019, p.73). This theory suggested that supposed behaviour is determined by consequences, such as positive and negative reinforcers. Skinner’s work supported the idea that behaviour could be shaped or modified through ‘operant conditioning’ and believed this would increase the possibility of behaviour occurring again. This differs from Pavlov's theory of ‘classical conditioning’ which involves pairing a neutral stimulus with a reflective response and assumes passive learning, whereas ‘operant conditioning’ entails active learning. Both classical and operant conditioning are employed today for a variety of purposes by teachers, parents, psychologists, and animal trainers on the account of their experiments with animals (Aubrey and Riley, 2019, p.81). Skinner advocated the use of positive reinforcement over negative reinforcement. He believed that extrinsic motivation to moderate behaviour should not be used at the expense of encouraging intrinsic motivation where there is a drive to do something because it is interesting, fun, or satisfying, rather for a reward or to avoid punishment, guiding children to find their own pleasure and satisfaction in learning (Aubrey and Riley, 2019, p.78). Once this is achieved the acquisition of knowledge should become an intrinsic reinforcement. Children who are motivated and enthusiastic to learn are less likely to require extrinsic reinforcement for learning to commence. This is comparable to a humanistic approach where self-satisfaction in learning is promoted over rewarding children’s efforts (Bates, 2016, p.57). Behaviourism in education, is a branch of psychology that focuses on how people learn through their interactions with the environment. Children’s behaviour will communicate their level of engagement. They will demonstrate if they are actively involved by asking questions. If they are not engaged, they may start fiddling, chatting, or are disaffected. This is more challenging to determine because they do not overtly exhibit behavioural difficulties, they may seem to be looking at the teacher but are not listening or engaged. (Ellis and Tod, 2015). It is the responsibility of the school to provide a safe and inclusive setting. (Safeguarding and Child Protection Policy for schools 2022). Positive behaviour in schools is fundamental to a high-quality education. For all children to flourish, school staff need to model and teach how to behave appropriately and provide a culture where rules and boundaries are consistent, and values and attitudes are promoted. (Gov.UK 2024). Teachers who take time to make connections will build trust endorsing a sense of belonging. Terada (2019). Implementing a behavioural learning model in schools provides a systematic and structured approach to teaching, enabling educators to overcome difficulties in the classroom by referring to the school's behaviour policy. This in connection with The United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (1989) where ‘Every child has the right to an education. Discipline in schools must respect children’s dignity and their rights,’ promotes a community where children feel safe, valued, and respected, whose values are built on trust, aiming to work together in an effective and considerate way (Article 28). Schools that reward good behaviour will develop an ethos of kindness and co-operation, that will promote good behaviour, rather than deter unwelcome behaviour, (Rogers, 2009) such as disruption, aggression, and defiance.  Other negative influences on behaviour could include, lack of routine, lack of sleep, hunger/thirst, feeling unwell, being board, needing attention, or behavioural disorders, such as ADHD, or ODD. Poor behaviour management will undermine effective teaching, a classroom that is managed well, where consistent routines are in place can reduce the possibility of challenging behaviour. Educators need to ensure children’s basic needs are met and understand each child as an individual. Relating to Skinner’s theory, and in accordance with school behaviour policy; the benefits of rewards such as positive praise, Dojo points, stickers will encourage repeated desirable behaviour, for instance attentive listening, following directions, and showing kindness, stimulating self-confidence and self-esteem. Additionally, behaviourism emphasises measurable outcomes, allowing educators to assess children’s progress and tailor instruction accordingly helping children to develop self-regulation skills by teaching them how to monitor and control their own behaviour (National University/Behaviourism). Involving children in supporting positive behaviour by way of ‘pupil voice’ groups, visual timetables, and class charters, will allow them to take more ownership of their behaviour and assume responsibility for their actions. Other behavioural interventions can include targeted interventions to support children to reach their goals, differentiated learning will foster more relevant and engaging opportunities that will also increase motivation and persistence. According to Ellis et al. (2015) rewards that have been given should not be removed if subsequent misbehaviour occurs. The reason is that the positive behaviour happened and was deemed worthy of positive recognition at the time, “to remove the reward effectively wipes out the significance of that event.”  There are times when agreed rules are not adhered to. It is essential that children know that there are consequences to their actions, there should be clear and consistent boundaries that help children to feel safe. It is essential to employ sanctions appropriately to each individual situation and the level of the child’s understanding (ALN Code 2021). It is also important as part of school behaviour policy to focus on de-escalation and preventative strategies rather than reactive. A ‘proactive plan’ will help identify, cues and triggers and improve behaviour. Sanctions can include partial loss of ‘golden time’ or communicating with parents via a home/school link. Restorative Practice in education is a set of principles and methods that help improve relationships and resolve conflicts, it is used to address misbehaviour, such as rule breaking, damaging property, or treating others inappropriately (Anti-Bullying Alliance). Through this practice, teachers can help children understand the feeling and motivation behind the behaviour, reflect on it and the feelings of others. Skinners’ negative reinforcement premise can help avoid unpleasant situations and reduce anxiety.
[bookmark: _Int_v50n4D3C][bookmark: _Int_lMeuqfmb] Vulnerable children whose early life experiences, may not have equipped them to manage their strong emotions well. These children maybe under-achieving or causing concern because of their behaviour. They may not be able to assess personal risk or function well in social situations. (Let’s help every child thrive, 2017, p.6)  For those who have had ‘good-enough’ experiences in their early life but who suddenly experience hurtful, shocking, or traumatic life events, such as bereavement, parental divorce, a depressive episode in a close relative, parental substance/alcohol abuse, emotional, physical, sexual, abuse or neglect, will return to their most basic needs, pertaining to Maslow’s ‘Hierarchy of Needs’. These such events are termed as Adverse Childhood Experiences, (ACEs), NHS (2018). According to neuroscientist Stephen Porges, as advised by Muller (2022) our bodies have evolved different physiological ‘states’ to enable us to cope with varying levels of threat in our environment, known as the ‘Polyvagal Theory’. These states are coordinated by the brain and use various parts of the autonomic nervous system to produce the biological and behavioural responses we need to survive. Porges has identified three main states of the autonomic system designed to cope with three levels of threat; the social engagement system for conditions of safety:  the fight/flight response for conditions of danger; the freeze response for conditions where there is a threat to life. Which state is activated depends on our perception of the threat level in our environment, as well as our previous experiences of what worked for us in the past. (Let’s help every child thrive, 2017, p.55). Childhood adversity can induce damaging levels of stress that can impact healthy brain development. This can result in long-term effects on learning, behaviour, and health. ACEs can have a considerable consequence throughout people’s life. Wisner (2024). Educators need an understanding of causes of certain behaviours in school. It is possible that children may have experienced one or more ACEs. A stress response is not a choice. A stress response such as, shouting, throwing, perceived defiance, physical aggression, comes from a sense of unsafety. Skinners’ sanctions will not stop a stress response. In these situations, all sense of logic and rationality are lost, staff can empathize and support the needs whilst still creating limits with behaviour, but they cannot do that when the child is dysregulated. (Foster, 2025). It is only when the perceived danger has passed, and the child feels safe can conversations be had to address the situation. There are professionals working towards prevention of ACEs. This requires multi-agency collaboration, such as policymakers working to expand childcare and preschool, such as flying start support. Youth services and mentorships, support with housing, supporting families with positive parenting skills and substance abuse recovery programmes. Wisner (2024) Other support available can include, Beacon House Therapeutic Services, CCAMS, Trauma Informed Support and The Royal Foundation Centre for Early Childhood. It is important to remember behaviour is a form of communication. Educators need to come from a place of knowledgeable understanding regarding behaviour management. 
All behaviour is communication. Schools today have adopted a range of strategies which are in keeping with Skinners’ ‘operant conditioning’ theory. Positive reinforcement is one of the most effective strategies to discourage inappropriate behaviour. It helps reduce specific negative behaviours and replace with positive behaviour over the long-term. 
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