(ECIE 6003) Classroom Management: Critically discuss whether current classroom management strategies are inclusive for all learners.
Classroom management has long been recognised as a cornerstone of effective teaching and learning. At its most basic, it refers to the routines, systems, and relationships that enable teachers to maintain order and create an environment where all pupils can thrive. As Doyle (1986) observes, management serves both academic and social purposes; it maximises learning time while also shaping pupils’ moral and social development. The question of whether current approaches truly support all learners remains open to debate. In recent years, the focus of policy and practice in the UK and Wales has been on creating calm, orderly classrooms through behaviour systems, consistent routines, and teacher authority. These strategies have been shown to reduce disruption and improve academic outcomes (Marzano and Marzano, 2003; Ofsted, 2014). However, inclusivity within these approaches is less certain. Pupils with additional learning needs (ALN), those affected by trauma, or those from disadvantaged backgrounds may struggle to conform to rigid expectations and are at greater risk of sanction or exclusion (Ofsted, 2019).
This essay critically examines the inclusivity of classroom management by drawing on two influential theoretical perspectives: behaviourism and humanism. Behaviourism has informed much of current policy, promoting order through rewards and sanctions, while humanism emphasises respect, autonomy, and the “whole child". The discussion will explore how these approaches have shaped guidance in England and Wales, including the ALN Code (Welsh Government, 2021), and consider their impact on practice. It will argue that although behaviourist strategies can promote order and efficiency, they risk marginalising vulnerable learners if applied inflexibly. Humanistic approaches, by contrast, offer more inclusive principles but are harder to implement in today’s pressured school environments. Ultimately, achieving inclusivity in classroom management requires balancing structure with empathy, consistency with flexibility, and policy with the lived realities of diverse learners.
Evidence suggests that consistent routines and positive relationships are key to inclusive management. The Education Endowment Foundation (EEF, 2019) highlights simple strategies such as greeting students at the door and maintaining a low praise-to-reprimand ratio as low-cost, high-impact practices. Marzano (2003) found that strong teacher–student relationships reduce behaviour problems by up to 31%. Such approaches promote inclusion by fostering belonging and trust, essential for pupils facing disadvantage. Yet inclusivity depends on consistency. Ofsted (2019) reported that only one-third of teachers felt behaviour policies were applied fairly in their schools. Where policies are inconsistently enforced, marginalised learners may feel excluded or targeted. Additionally, differentiated work and technology (e.g., Immersive Reader, translation tools) are widely promoted under the ALN Code (Welsh Government, 2021). These strategies allow pupils to access learning at their level, reducing disengagement and disruption. ICT can therefore enhance inclusivity by scaffolding learning for pupils with additional needs or language barriers. However, differentiation can also stigmatise learners if it singles them out. True inclusivity requires universal design approaches where tools are available to all, preventing learners from being labelled as “different” (NASEN, 2020). Restorative conversations and trauma-informed strategies represent a shift from punitive discipline to relationship-building. These approaches align with humanistic theory and inclusive policy, focusing on repair and pupil voice rather than exclusion. However, such practices require significant training and time, which not all schools can provide consistently (Postholm, 2013).
The goal of classroom management is to help students develop self-control by encouraging good conduct and academic performance. Thus, the idea of classroom management is closely related to academic success, teacher effectiveness, and student and teacher conduct. Education professionals have long viewed discipline as one of the biggest obstacles to promoting effective teaching. Class control and a favourable teaching and learning environment are the results of effective classroom management (Ritu, 2022). Teachers in Welsh schools today follow a set of guidelines that have been in place for the previous twenty years. The Education and Inspections Act 2006 granted teachers and staff legal rights and duties when it came to conduct. It also mandated that all schools establish and implement a conduct policy (UK Government, 2006). The Rights of Children and Young Persons (Wales) Measure 2011 amended this. It also states that all Welsh educational policies must adhere to the UNCRC and that behaviour standards must be based on respect, fairness, and giving students a voice (Welsh Government, 2011). The Practical Approaches to Behaviour Management (2012) and the Reducing Restrictive Practices Framework (rev. 2022) frameworks underlined the importance of consistent routines, de-escalation, and safe handling (Welsh Government, 2012; Welsh Government, 2022a). The Additional Learning Needs and Education Tribunal (Wales) Act 2018 and ALN Code 2021 mandated the inclusion of planning for all pupils, encompassing those with additional needs (Welsh Government, 2018; Welsh Government, 2021). The new way Estyn inspects schools obviously looks at behaviour and health (Welsh Government, 2022b; Estyn, 2024). The national behaviour handbooks made these rules start to work in 2012, and the ALN Code and curriculum implementation made them more common in 2021–22. Their job now is to make sure that classrooms are calm, friendly, and equitable, which is especially important now that the pandemic has ended. While these policies aim to create equitable classrooms, implementation remains uneven. Estyn (2024) inspections note continuing challenges in applying inclusive behaviour practices consistently, particularly in post-pandemic contexts where pupil needs are more complex.
Spencer Kagan argues that children should participate in deciding classroom rules. By helping to create the rules, pupils build a sense of classroom community, working together with a shared understanding of expectations (Kagan, 1995). Teachers are advised not to let personal issues influence their teaching and to take responsibility for solving problems in the classroom in the long term (Educational Leadership, 2003). Transitions can cause several classroom issues. Theorist Jacob Kounin emphasised the necessity of "with-it-ness", or teachers’ awareness of what is happening in the classroom. Teachers who demonstrate with-it-ness can recognise misbehaviour when pupils are unhappy and address it before it disrupts learning, ensuring that the classroom remains under control (Kounin, 1970). Identifying potential issues early is essential for supporting student success in a learning environment (Classroom Management for Effective Teaching, 2017). Teachers who have strong relationships with their pupils are more likely to identify the root causes of behaviour and help learners to develop strategies to prevent recurrence. Classroom behaviour problems can increase stress for both teachers and students, interfere with the flow of instruction, and work against learning goals and routines. They also alter the classroom dynamic by diverting attention away from academic work to the delays caused by disruption (Simonsen et al., 2012).
 Teachers and students bring in experiences and challenges from their wider ecological systems, such as the school community, home, family, and the globe. Interventions for individual students may not solve classroom behaviour issues. Focusing on individuals may lead one to ignore systemic issues in teacher-pupil relations, teacher management and teaching styles, the curriculum and the skills students need to access it, the order of activities, and many other aspects of the classroom and school ecology. Effective teaching and well-functioning classrooms with minimal disruptive behaviour require careful planning and consistency. Factors contributing to these outcomes, as identified in a literature review by Kern and Clemens (2007), include clear and simple rules and expectations that are consistently applied. The predictability of events and activities can be enhanced by establishing routines, providing information, and utilising cues and signals regarding upcoming transitions and changes, as well as detailing the content, duration, and consequences of activities. Regular use of both verbal and non-verbal praise is also important. Teacher praise has been shown to affect both recipients and observers, and verbal praise must be specific and descriptive. Educators are encouraged to provide at least four positive reinforcement statements for every instance of discipline directed at a child (Department for Education, 2011). To be effective, all students should have opportunities to participate in classroom activities, use materials, and respond to requests.
Jacob Kounin argued that student engagement in lessons correlates with a reduction in misbehaviour (Kounin, 1970). Additional theorists, such as Glasser, Curwin, and Mendler, have also emphasised that when lessons are structured and delivered at a consistent pace, students are less likely to engage in misbehaviour or conflicts (Glasser, 1990; Curwin and Mendler, 1988). Engagement in a lesson not only minimises the likelihood of misbehaviour but also enhances focus on the task at hand. Similarly, Spencer Kagan asserted that students should actively participate in the establishment of classroom rules, as this fosters a sense of community and shared responsibility (Kagan, 1995). Allowing pupils to contribute to rule creation promotes collaboration and ensures that all members of the classroom understand and accept the rules (Ritu, 2022). Students from a wide range of backgrounds, skills, and experiences come together to study and develop in the modern classroom, which serves as a microcosm of society. Although this diversity is a strength, it also presents challenges, including behavioural, emotional, and social difficulties that some pupils may face. Fostering an inclusive and supportive learning environment requires acknowledging these challenges and putting appropriate support mechanisms in place (Pearson, 2016). Emotional difficulties may include anxiety, depression, low self-esteem, and mood disorders, all of which can severely affect a student’s academic achievement, general well-being, and capacity to build positive relationships (ISJ, 2020). Moreover, mental health and wider social pressures, such as social media, poverty, and trauma, create challenges that extend beyond the reach of traditional classroom strategies (Kern and Clemens, 2007). The organisation and style of children's physical surroundings have an impact on their feelings, actions, and behaviours. The layout of the room for play and learning influences students' social and cognitive interactions. Clayton and Forton (2001) argue that poorly designed classrooms can cause disruptions and negative social interactions among students and between students and teachers. Furthermore, large class sizes have been shown to reduce teachers’ capacity to provide individualised support (Blatchford, Bassett, and Brown, 2011). Blatchford, Bassett, and Brown (2011) found that smaller Key Stage 1 classes in the UK improved behaviour management, tailored instruction, and academic achievement. Although the gains were modest, they were significant over time, particularly for at-risk pupils. Primary and secondary class teachers, form tutors, and support staff all play crucial roles; regularly spending lesser amounts of time learning about a child or young person’s interests can strengthen these relationships. In addition, awareness of significant life events or well-being concerns enables earlier intervention and more effective responses. Children’s behaviour may also be influenced by adverse childhood experiences (ACEs) and bullying, further emphasising the importance of supportive, proactive approaches (Education Endowment Foundation, 2019).
 
 The Additional Learning Needs Code (Welsh Government, 2021) highlights the importance of individualised methodologies, with ICT tools such as Immersive Reader and speech-to-text identified in guidance as effective for reducing barriers to learning. Information and Communication Technology (ICT) enables educators to deliver assignments at varied levels, including scaffolded resources and translation tools. When students can engage with material according to their level of proficiency, they are less likely to become disengaged or display disruptive behaviour. Research further suggests that individualised instruction supported by ICT can enhance engagement and outcomes (Education Endowment Foundation, 2021; UCL Institute of Education, 2020; Geographical Association, 2020). Implementing differentiated instruction can serve as an effective classroom management technique. Research and inspectorate findings demonstrate that when tasks are suitably tailored and diversified to meet student needs, engagement and focus increase, leading to fewer interruptions (Tomlinson, 2014). In Welsh educational institutions, for example, disruptive behaviour is most common in classrooms where educators fail to present engaging and challenging lessons that address the diverse requirements of all learners (Estyn, 2006). Studies further support that differentiated instruction enhances classroom engagement and reduces misbehaviour (Subban, 2006).
 
 The National Association for Special Educational Needs (NASEN) stresses that some pupils with additional learning needs benefit from different resources, teaching materials and strategies to access their learning (NASEN, 2018). Differentiation should not, however, stigmatise pupils; resources should be offered as choices accessible to all learners so that scaffolds feel normal rather than marking a child as different (Education Endowment Foundation, 2021). The Education Endowment Foundation (EEF) reports that positive behaviour strategies, such as specific praise, improve not only behaviour but also motivation and confidence (Education Endowment Foundation, 2019). This clearly associates consistent classroom routines and effective management, behaviour-specific praise, and supportive adult relationships with the enhancement of good learning behaviours. These strategies are likely to enhance self-esteem as students perceive themselves as competent and recognised. The Research Schools Network highlights that consistency avoids unfairness, that behaviour systems should be known to pupils and staff, that good routines help learning, and that fairness is part of effective management (Research Schools Network, 2019; GOV.UK, 2018). Ofsted found that only one-third of teachers in a 2019 survey felt their school’s behaviour policy was applied consistently by staff, and many said uneven enforcement, as well as lack of leadership support, undermined their classroom management (Ofsted, 2019a; GOV.UK, 2019). The Department for Education’s (DfE) Behaviour in Schools guidance states that “consistent and clear language should be used when praising positive behaviour and addressing misbehaviour” (Department for Education, 2022a). Teachers can increase motivation, conduct, and learning with incentives, consequences, praise, and criticism. Clear standards go hand in hand with regular routines. Ofsted’s 2019 study found that many schools that do well have a set of “consistent routines that are put into practice and carefully and consistently applied” (Ofsted, 2019b; GOV.UK, 2019). According to the DfE, “routines should be used to teach and reinforce the behaviours expected of all pupils” and create a calmer environment (Department for Education, 2022b).
 Behaviour and learning are conditioned reactions to external stimuli. Developed by Ivan Pavlov and B.F. Skinner, behaviourist theories assert that a system of rewards and punishments may be used to teach and reinforce desired actions (Twinkl, 2023a). Positive behaviours are encouraged by positive reinforcement (e.g., praise, tangible rewards), while negative behaviours are discouraged by consequences or removal of rewards (Twinkl, 2023a). According to behaviourist theory, actions that result in positive outcomes are more likely to occur again, whereas those that result in negative outcomes decrease (Growth Engineering, 2023) This focus on observable behaviour and measurable outcomes leads to a highly structured, teacher-directed approach. Teachers are expected to “have clear rules and routines for behaviour and a framework for discipline with a range of strategies, using praise, sanctions, and rewards consistently and fairly,” according to the UK Teachers’ Standards (Department for Education, 2011). This reflects the influence of behaviourist principles on official policy. A positive reinforcement ratio (lots of praise for every reprimand) is often recommended in training to encourage a supportive tone. However, critics note that behaviourist strategies may unfairly exclude or penalise learners with ADHD, autism, or trauma histories; such students often struggle with rigid conformity to behavioural norms, and punitive or reward-based systems may lead to disproportionate sanctioning (Emerson, 2022; Ijaz et al., 2024; Stalford et al., 2024). In this sense, behaviourist approaches can reinforce inequality rather than inclusion. As Ofsted (2019) noted, inconsistent or punitive enforcement of behaviour policies often undermines fairness, which directly conflicts with inclusive principles.
By contrast, humanistic education theory emphasises the learner’s individual needs, emotions, and autonomy. Formulated by theorists such as Abraham Maslow and Carl Rogers, humanism posits that effective learning necessitates attending to the “whole child", encompassing intellect, emotions, and fundamental needs (University of Leicester, 2023). Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs illustrates that students must have fundamental needs met (food, safety, belonging, esteem) before reaching their full potential in learning (self-actualisation) (Twinkl, 2023b). Unlike behaviourism’s external control, humanism assumes individuals are inherently capable of growth and positive choices, given the right supportive environment (University of Leicester, 2023). Emerging as a reaction against behaviourist perspectives of humans as motivated only by rewards or punishment, humanistic education emphasises intrinsic motivation, self-direction, and personal meaning in learning (University of Leicester, 2023). In practice, this means valuing student choice, fostering self-esteem, and building strong teacher–student relationships grounded in respect. A humanistic approach informs a more student-centred style of classroom management: the teacher’s role is less “strict authority” and more facilitator or mentor, creating a climate where students feel respected, safe, and engaged. Setting expectations under this framework involves mutual respect and shared responsibility. Teachers still set boundaries, but rules may be developed with input from pupils, highlighting fairness and reasoning (Twinkl, 2023b). While inherently inclusive, humanism is challenging to implement in practice. Large class sizes, accountability pressures, and policy emphasis on measurable behaviour outcomes can push teachers toward more behaviourist approaches. Nonetheless, restorative practices, trauma-informed approaches, and growth mindset pedagogy (Dweck, 2006) demonstrate how humanism can inform inclusive management strategies today.
Classroom management can be inclusive for all learners, but this requires more than routines and sanctions; it depends on consistency, relational practice, and sustained support for teachers. Current approaches in the UK and Wales draw on both behaviourist and humanist traditions. Behaviourist strategies, embedded in national policies, bring much-needed structure and order. However, they risk marginalising pupils who cannot consistently conform, such as those with additional learning needs or trauma histories (Ofsted, 2019). In contrast, humanist and restorative strategies better align with inclusivity by prioritising emotional needs, relationships, and pupil voice, though they remain more difficult to implement within high-pressure systems (Welsh Government, 2021).
Addressing behavioural, emotional, and social difficulties is central to creating classrooms where all students can succeed. These challenges are rarely the fault of pupils; rather, they often stem from wider factors such as poverty, mental health, or adverse experiences and can be mitigated with appropriate support (Pearson, 2016; ISJ, 2020). The teacher’s role is therefore not simply to enforce compliance but to guide every learner towards their highest achievement. Effective classroom management should be inseparable from instructional goals and underpinned by a supportive climate. This is particularly important for early-career teachers, for whom behaviour management is often the greatest challenge. Creating a culture where teachers can reflect on their practice, access coaching, and trial innovative approaches over time will have the most lasting impact (Estyn, 2024). True inclusion requires system-wide commitment to equity, ensuring that all learners, regardless of background, ability, or need, can thrive.
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