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Developing Effective Classroom Management: A Critical Reflection on Theory, Research and Professional Practice.
Classroom management is more than just behaviour. It is defined as an environment that is organised, orderly and focused where all learners are participating and on task (The Glossary of Education Reform, 2014). It is essential that there is good classroom management to support facilitating smooth teaching and learning, this is achieved by ensuring all learners are feeling safe, valued and motivated to be able to have the opportunity to reach the best of their potential (Teachers institute, 2025a). Management of classrooms is important not only for positive academic outcomes but also to support learners building social skills and life skills which will help with mental health and deter bullying (Hulac, D.M and Briesch, A.M 2017, p.3-7). It is imperative that educators have a clearer understanding of theories, policies and strategies (Ginnis, P,2002, ix) as teachers play a key role within creating a thriving classroom that enhances learners to achieve positive outcomes (Korpershoek, Hanke et al, 2016). Classroom management strategies are influenced by behaviourist, humanistic and cognitive approaches which means that not one theorist’s belief will work alone in managing classrooms and educators need to take on board the different aspects and put them in practice to suit their learners’ needs (Teachers Institute, 2025,b). Welsh Government (2016) have recognised the importance of inclusive environments which links research into their guidance for educators in how to support learners within the classroom. 
Behaviourist theories believe that all behaviour is learnt and their research looks at how you can achieve the desired outcome through environmental changes. (Frederickson, N and Cline, T, 2015, p.440) For example Burrhus Frederic Skinner’s theory ‘Operant Conditioning’(1930s) is adopted into school setting through implementation of positive points and rewards to motivate good behaviour and negative points and punishments to deter unwanted behaviour (Welsh Government, 2012). However, evidence shows that this does not always work and is only a short-term strategy. It has also been found to sometimes escalate unwanted behaviours (Nuffield Foundation, 2024). Critics would argue that behaviour is a form of communication (Thynne, 2022, p.1) therefore using an approach that only focuses on external factors does not consider thoughts and feelings of a learner (Frederickson, N and Cline, T, 2015, p.440) as they are not underpinning the underlying cause and in some cases, learners can be confused or not understand what they are doing wrong especially learners who have additional learning needs (ALN) (Persike, C, 2023).
Cognitive theorists take a different approach to behaviourist as they look at internal factors of how learners process things (Science Insight, 2026). Jean Piaget explains through his theory on ‘Constructivism’ that prior experiences can either support or hinder a learner’s future learning and therefore believed that the use of good routines and modelling can support good classroom management through influencing emotion, biological and mental stage development (Bates, 2019, p.50). The curriculum for Wales has taken on aspects of this approach through guiding schools to have consistent routines within their environments (Welsh Government, 2025a). Jerome Bruner’s theory of ‘Spiral Curriculum’ (1960) (McLeod, S, 2026a) is used as a foundation to the structure of a lesson through starting tasks linking to discovering what knowledge the learner already possesses, to build on that knowledge and then find out what they have acquired from the lesson (Bates, B, 2019, p.56). Unfortunately, despite these routines poor behaviour is still demonstrated by some learners. Critics argue that it does not allow for self-regulation or time to address any issues (Merki, K.A, Wullschleger, A and Rechsteiner, B, 2022).
Humanistic approaches look at a learner as a whole and what is needed to help them to achieve and reach their full potential (McLeod, S, 2026b). Two pioneers of the humanistic field are Abraham Maslow with his theory on ‘Hierarchy of Needs’ (1943) and Carl Rogers ‘Person-centred Approach’ (1940) both theorists views link into the beliefs of what makes good classroom management. There is a strong belief that behaviour is a form of communication (Thynne, R, 2022, p.1). The foundations of Maslow’s theory help educators try to underpin reasons for a learner’s behaviour through understanding of their physical and psychological needs that a learner needs to meet before they can engage within learning. (Bates, B, 2019, p.66) Rogers’ theory takes a strong influence within the Welsh government through fostering the person-centred approach by emphasising the importance of building positive relationships between educators and learners. Examples of this include the use of one-page profiles which give an overview of a learner’s strengths, interests and how they like to be supported (Welsh Government, 2015). A drawback to achieving this approach is building trusted, respectful relationships between learners and educators takes time and with the volume of learners within one class this can make it difficult for the educator to balance getting to individually know learners as well as delivering and adapting the curriculum to suit each individual need (Wanic, R and Powell, N, 2022).
Many schools across Wales contain a ‘Ready, Respectful, Safe’ policy to create consistency of clear expectations and embedding the importance of ownership and engagement within the classrooms (Estyn, 2025a). 
One of the first vital aspects to support classroom management is to ensure that the physical environment is welcoming, well-planned and organised (Aubrey, K and Riley, A, 2016, p.29). 
Ginnis (2002, p.277) believes that lighting of the room, the temperature, colour, accessibility of resources and the set-up of the furniture are key things to be considered when creating learning environments. It needs to be recognised that educators are restricted to a point when designing their classroom due to increasing class sizes, budget cuts and the ‘diverse number of students’ needs’ (LeBlanc, R, 2022).  
Seating plans are another strategy that is used to help with consistency, reduce anxiety (Sobel, D and Alston, S, 2021, p. 45-46) can support positive behaviour and can help with supporting learners needs such as placing more vulnerable learners closer to the teacher to provide easy access to support when needed (Strategy Education, 2026). Thynne (2022, p.165) explains that unwanted behaviour can be a cue that there is an environmental factor that is causing challenges to a learner therefore it is important that when creating a seating plan learners needs are considered to ensure that they are feeling ‘comfortable, safe and able to learn’ (Thynne, R, 2022, p.170).
Establishing good routines within the classroom is paramount in supporting good classroom management (Welsh Government, 2012). Having good, consistent routines helps learners to feel safe by knowing what to expect next (Sobel, D and Alston, S, 2021, P. 50) as it alleviates any anxiety and can help with keeping learners regulated within their learning (Thynne, 2022, p. 93). Routines can support pupil engagement through reducing distractions through learners knowing what is expected of them at each stage of their learning. 
Bruner’s theory on spiral curriculum, sets out a routine of learning and this can be implemented within the classrooms as soon as the learners arrive to their lesson by learners being assigned a task that gets them thinking about their current knowledge on the topic of the lesson when they first arrive, this will also support learners with settling into the classroom environment more quickly by directing their focus onto learning along with giving insight into what the lesson ahead involves (Gov.UK, n.d.). Sand timers, (Thynne, R, 2022, p.93), visual timetables and checklists (Sobel, D and Alston, S, p. 51 and 55) can reinforce routines.
Positive relationships are fundamental within classroom management it is evidential that learners who have good relationships with their teachers feel safe, focused and ready to learn (Pham, T, 2025). When educators know their learners, they can understand the barriers they are experiencing resulting in the educator adopting a more empathetic approach to knowing how best to support that learner (Thynne, R, 2022, p.5). 
Estyn (2025b) believe that good relationships can also support learners’ attendance, increase attainment, foster inclusion and ensures all learners are given a voice within their learning. Welsh Government (2025b) have recognised that following the Covid pandemic there has been an increase within negative behaviours following the learners experiences during this difficult time, it has noted that schools have already adapted their practice to help support learners and mitigate any unwanted behaviours for example many educators across Wales have completed training on trauma informed approaches this has enabled them to develop their empathy and practice by creating safe, supportive environments that will increase ‘engagement, behaviour, attendance and attainment.’ (Neagle, L, 2026).
Description
The researcher manages a provision called NEST (Nurture, Engagement, Social Communication, Therapy) in a secondary school in Wales. The provision currently supports year 7 and 8 learners. The aim of this provision is to support learners with transitioning back into mainstream lessons. 
When developing the learning environment for this provision the researcher knew that the learners would need access to tools to support with regulation throughout their day. The researcher set up a corner in the room with a spinning chair, sensory fidget tools, weighted blankets and cue cards with suggestions learners can use during times of heightened emotions.  
Tables are arranged to encourage social interaction. There is basic equipment on the table and other resources are labelled in drawers. 
The researchers first focus was building relationships with these learners so that they felt safe and listened to. This helped with gaining insight into the barriers the learners are facing and then able to problem solve strategies and support to meet their individual needs. 
The NEST provision timetable is visible on the board so learners know what lessons they will be completing that day. Every day starts with sensory circuits and ends with ten minutes of reflecting on their day and preparing them for the following day. 
Analysis
The researcher fosters different aspects of theory within their practice such as implementing Carl Rogers views through using person-centred toolkits and completing one-page profile with the learners. They use Skinner’s theory of positive reinforcers to help motivate learner engagement and build their self-esteem and confidence by issuing achievement points which can be traded in for rewards in the school reward shop along with awarding them free time once work is completed where they can do things like play with Lego or go on the laptops. 
The NEST provision is about balancing nature and nurturing which links with Bronfenbrenner’s view on Ecological Systems Theory as the environment has been created as a safe space where learners can take risks and trial new strategies within their learning. 
Evaluation
The researchers experience of the provision has so far been successful and rewarding through building up positive relationships with the learners it has helped to improve their attendance and their engagement with the work. A learner who previously attended the NEST provision would break pens, put things in his mouth, doodle and make holes in his workbooks. Through getting to know the learner, unpicking the barriers and putting strategies in place such as chewellery, writing the first part of the work for him, minimising the amount of writing, providing a separate piece of paper for doodling and the use of positive language and reassurance there was a big difference noted within his engagement of work in the NEST provision. 
The researcher has found it can be challenging to balance nurturing and supporting gaps of knowledge alongside the curriculum demands. The NEST learners are expected to complete the same tests as learners in mainstream and the researcher feels this does not reflect their current stage of knowledge. Due to the researcher needing to strip back topics of work and teach the basics before they can develop their knowledge to align with the learners in mainstream. 
Learning
The researcher has discovered from their knowledge and through working with and learning from the learners it has supported positive engagement. 
The researcher has also found that they need to be flexible with their planning as it has been noted that lesson plans have needed to be adapted to complement the needs of the learners at the time. It has also reinforced the researchers views that big, busy classrooms are not the right environment for some learners especially those who have additional learning needs for example the above learner has been attending mainstream since being in year 9 and there has been a significant decrease in their attendance and engagement.
Future practice
The researcher is an empathetic person who strives to look at each learner as an individual. The researcher often reflects on their day and notes things that went well and how they can improve in future. For example, when the researcher has used visual resources such as division mats when teaching division this worked really well and helped with engaging the learners. The researcher believes that they need to implement the use of concrete resources and visuals throughout the lessons as this has already been proven to be something that works well for the learners. The use of sand timers has also been a good way to keep learners focused and on task and the researcher feels they need to be more consistent with using these throughout the lesson.  
They also need to review and develop transitional skills for supporting the learners with returning to mainstream settings this could be done through improving their communication with the learner’s teachers and using graduated exposure to busy environments. 
In conclusion classroom management is not solely about managing unwanted behaviour it is about creating environments that are organised, consistent that helps learners to feel safe, engaged and motivated (The Glossary of Education Reform, 2014). It is evidential that to achieve inclusive, well managed classrooms where learners feel ‘ready, respectful and safe’ (Estyn, 2025a) it requires a variety of aspects from different theories and policies (Ginnis, P, 2002, ix). It is essential that educators take on a person-centred approach to help build positive relationships with their learners as this is vital in creating safe spaces where all learners feel included and respected (Pham, T, 2025). Adapting the learning environment to support learners by using things like strategic seating plans can help alleviate anxiety and reinforce expectations (Sobel, D and Alston, S, 2021, p. 45-46). Motivating learners using positive reinforcements can support learners with building self-esteem and confidence throughout their learning journey (Welsh Government, 2012) and having consistent routines can deter unwanted behaviour by directing focus through embedding expectations (Welsh Government, 2012) which will support with alleviating anxiety and supporting regulation (Thynne, 2022, p.93). 
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