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Factors that influence children’s behaviour both in a positive and negative way within a learning environment.

Within learning environments there are a range of factors that can influence children’s behaviour both in a positive and negative way. These influences or factors can be internal, external or a makeup of both. There are a range of behavioural disorders that children can either be born with or that develop over time. Additional learning needs (ALN) can influence the way in which young people can behave. The environment that children are born into and circumstances that surround them can also have a prefound effect on behaviour. Parental, teacher, school and peer groups can all impact behaviour both positively and negatively. The way in which children are cared for and looked after can also impact the way in which they behave. Maslow theory suggests,

People are motivated to achieve certain needs and that some needs take precedence over others. Our most basic need is for physical survival, and this will be the first thing that motivates our behaviour. Once that level is fulfilled the next level up is what motivates us, and so on.
Maslow’s pyramid of needs shows that basic requirements are needed to be met to be successful. Not all behaviours can be labelled as disorders some come from other external factors not being fulfilled. (Maslow, 1954). 

Behaviourism is defined as “the theory that human or animal behaviour is based on conditioning (mental training and the influence of habit), rather than being explained by thoughts and feelings” (Cambridge Dictionary 2021). B.F Skinner was a behavioural psychologist who developed a theory called operant conditioning in the 1930’s. Skinner’s theory used reward as a positive reinforcement, making it more likely for repeated positive behaviour. Punishment was not given but the punishment was not being rewarded (Skinner 1938). “Skinner’s theory of operant conditioning was a critical development in the behaviourist model of learning. Its view of learning, driven by reinforcement and punishment, remains influential to this day” (Cathal, 2018). 

A neurodevelopmental disorder that can influence a person’s behaviour is Autistic spectrum Disorder (ASD). According to the National Autistic Society ASD is a ‘development disability which affects how people communicate with the world’. Autism is something you are born with and it changes the way in which a person feels or experiences things in the world around them. ASD is a spectrum as everyone has varying degree of complexities. Estyn describe it as,

Learners with ASD are on a ‘spectrum’ and thus have varying difficulties and widely differing learning needs. Around half of learners with ASD have an associated learning difficulty whereas others excel academically but can experience more profound difficulties in social interaction and communication (Estyn 2019).
Some of the struggles can include “difficulties in social communication and social interaction; and restricted and repetitive behaviour, interests, or activities” (Lai, M et al, 2014). These difficulties can lead to behaviour being influenced in the learning environment. Although ASD is genetic condition that a person is born with research suggests that a child with positive parental involvement will have better attainment and engagement and although the characteristics of the autistic person do not change the response to the behaviour and management of the condition can lead to more positive outcomes (Kapp, S. 2018). Good classroom management and interventions with positive reinforcement would benefit a child with ASD. A report by Estyn identifies a school in which children with ASD receive high quality support from the very first instance they enter the school. All staff are given Autism training, pupils have well-being lessons with an element of autism awareness and taught ways in which they can support children with ASD. The school has strong and inclusive systems in place to support the children and their families in every part of their journey (Estyn 2021). 

Adverse Childhood Experiences or ACE’s is a term being used more widely across learning environments with more understanding and training being given in the field. The term ACEs can be defined as children experiencing a range of traumatic experiences impacting on their lives not only as children but into adult life. 

ACEs include harms that affect children directly (e.g., abuse and neglect) and indirectly through their living environments (e.g., parental conflict, substance abuse, or mental illness). Physiological and biomolecular studies are increasingly establishing how childhood exposure to chronic stress leads to changes in development of nervous, endocrine, and immune systems, resulting in impaired cognitive, social, and emotional functioning and increased allostatic load (i.e., chronic physiological damage) (Hughes et al, 2017, p. 356).
These factors can have a bearing on a person’s behaviour in a learning environment.  It also brings us back to Maslow’s hierarchy of needs. Needs lower down the pyramid need to be met for a person to succeed. A study into ACE’s indicates that as the number of ACE’s in which a person suffers so does the negative impact it has on that person’s behaviour (Bellis, A et al. 2018). The study suggests that the more ACEs present within childhood the higher the likelihood of increased negative behaviour. These factors can all effect behaviour in a negative way within the classroom or school environment. Asmundson describes,
 
A tremendous momentum toward increasing awareness, acceptance, and adoption of ACEs science at present. Specific areas of continued research, education, training, and practice will be needed (Asmundson, 2019, p. 10). 
Teachers and school support staff can play a vital role in changing the momentum of Adverse Childhood Experiences and have a positive impact on a learner’s future. They can support and assist not only children but parents in becoming more involved with children’s education. Placing interventions and support in place to develop children’s positive experience in learning environments. 

Parental involvement in a child’s education can have a positive influence in a learning environment. Ballentine (1999) suggest some of the benefits include better communication between parent and child, improved grades and schoolwork, better attendance and less likely to cause disruption whilst in school, parents get satisfaction in seeing children achieve and relations between parents and school environment strengthen. All of these positive outcomes lead to a more fulfilled school life for a child.  The link between teachers and parents is vital.
Feinstein & Symons (1999) state “The most powerful parental input is parental interest in education”. This also brings us back to Maslow’s Hierarchy of needs. Not all children have parents or carers who are able or capable of taking an interest in their educational needs and it is where teachers and the education system need to step in. Schools widely have various policies in place to outline what is expected of learners, parents, and the school. As Estyn comment, 

Where schools adopt a consistent approach using assertive discipline, it encourages staff to use praise and positive behaviour to promote and support effective learning. The best outcomes occur where schools work with multi-agency partners, to involve parents. (Estyn, 2006, p. 27).

Learning environments are varied with a range of factors that can influence behaviour both positively and negatively. Internal and external factors can all play a role. From inherent conditions that a person is born with to external factors that change an environment a child is bought up in. Learning environments are always going to be challenging. Teachers and support staff can play a vital role in creating positive learning environments even when behaviour is challenging. They can positively influence the way in which behaviours are dealt with even if the learner is displaying a negative or challenging behaviour. Schools have a host of different framework, interventions, and policies in place to manage behaviours.   

Teachers must acknowledge that pupils make choices about their own behaviour. Therefore, it is not possible to directly control their behaviour. Rather, what effective teachers do is to influence behaviour by consciously affecting the consequences (in the form of rewards and sanctions), which arise from the pupils’ actions and choices (Welsh Government 2010).
This reinforces Skinner’s theory of operant conditioning and the need for positive reinforcement. It is said that one positive person within a young person’s life can positively impact the outcome of their lives. “One favourable experience may be a turning point in a child's or young person's trajectory of development” (Gilligan, R. 2000). Robust behaviour policies and expectations of not only learners but staff and parents, with good communication between all. Positively encouraging learners to be the best they can be and applying skinners theory of positive reinforcement to improve behaviours. Teachers and support staff are an important part of influencing behaviour positively and negatively within the learning environment. 
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