Within this essay the author will discuss a range of factors that influence children’s behaviour both positively and negatively in a learning environment.  
What is behaviour?  Behaviour is defined as being the way in which someone acts in a particular situation or under certain conditions (Dictionary.Cambridge.org, 2020).  It is also important to remember that 
behaviour will always have a purpose, whether it is deemed appropriate or in appropriate and is learnt and determined by antecedents and consequences (Soan, 2004, pg. 97).
John Watson an American Psychologist believed behaviour, no matter how complex or challenging, can be reduce to a simple stimulus-response association.  Watson is recognised as the founder of behaviourism following the publication of an article, he wrote in 1913.  The article entitled ‘Psychology as the behaviourists view it’ is referred to as the behaviourists manifesto and sets a series of basic assumptions about the methodology and analysis of behaviour (McLeod, 2017).
Watsons thought that environmental factors play a huge role in influencing behaviour to the point it almost outweighs innate and inherited traits. He also believed we are born with our minds being ‘tabula rasa’ (a blank slate) and we learn new behaviours in one of two ways, either through classical or operant conditioning (McLeod, 2017). The most significant distinctions between Watsons original methodological behaviourism and later variations inspired by his work which collectively are known as Neo-behaviourism or radical behaviourism.
Behaviourist accept the existence of cognitions and emotions but do not study them as they believe only external observable behaviour can be objectively and scientifically measured.
Watsons first theory of learning came after a Russian psychologist Ivan Pavlov accidentally discovered what he called classical conditioning, following a studying into digestive secretions in dogs in the early 1900’s.  Pavlov found that the dogs would salivate when presented with food.  He went on to present the food with an accompanying ring of a bell.  He discovered that over time he could ring the bell without the presence of food and the dogs would salivate.  
The association of the ring of the bell with the presentation of food had become a stimulus-response association.  This was a pivotal step in associating psychology as a scientific discipline and has influenced the work of many behaviourist thereafter (Bates, 2019, pg. 32).
Operant conditioning which Watson refers to as the second way in which new behaviours are learnt was first discovered by Edward Lee Thorndike in the late 1800’s.  Thorndike another American psychologist believed that 
"responses that produce a satisfying effect in a particular situation become more likely to occur again in that situation, and responses that produce a discomforting effect become less likely to occur again in that situation (Gray, 2011, p. 108–109)."
Thorndike used cats and puzzle boxes in which the cats, who had not been feed for a while where placed with the food insight. The cats had to figure out how to open the box using a pully or lever.  At first it took the cats approximately 15 minutes to figure out how to obtain freedom from the box and gain access to the food. This time was reduced the more the trail was repeated.  Thorndike claimed the connection learnt was stimulus (how to open the box) and response (the behaviour allowing the cat to escape) and this was further enhanced by the reward of food upon escaping.  This stimulus-response connection he referred to as “stamped in” when reward comes from an act and “stamped out” when it does not. This is known as Thorndike’s Law of effect and proved crucial as a way of separating Pavlov’s classical conditioning and Thorndike’s operant conditioning which, American psychologist Burrhus Frederic Skinner did in 1938 (Gross, 2015, pg. 180)
Skinner made a crucial distinction between Pavlov’s classical condition, which he referred to as respondent behaviour and Thorndike’s operant behaviour in that respondent’s behaviour is triggered automatically by a particular environmental stimulus, whereas operant behaviours are essentially voluntary.  He also used the word strengthen instead of Thorndike’s term stamped in and weaken in place of stamped out (Gross, 2015, pg. 180).


Skinners version of law of effect claimed behaviour is shaped and maintained by its consequences and the three consequences of operant behaviour can be positive, negative or punishment.
Positives (giving) – strengthens behaviours which results in their presentation.
Negative (withholding) – strengthens behaviours which results in their removal or avoidance.
Punishment – weakens behaviours which result in their presentation (Gross, 2015, pg.181)
Skinners operant conditioning can be transferred to the learning environment by, only rewarding good behaviour if rewards are things the pupil responds to and only threaten punishment for bad behaviour if punishment is something the pupil fears.
We must always remember that positive reinforcement will have a longer lasting effect than negative (Bates, 2019, pg. 35)
Factors that may influence children’s behaviour include external factors which Watson referred to as environmental surroundings in his theory and internal factors. External factors would include the child’s home life, friends, media, sleep patterns and diet. Adverse childhood experiences (ACE’s) are known to have direct and immediate effect on a child’s health, for example physical injury to an abused child.  Recent evidence also suggests that chronic traumatic stress in early life alters how a child’s brain develops and during school years can present as a heightened emotional state of anxiety which consequently results in a lack of concentration and poor levels achieved in school.  A child that has come from a home with an aggressive parent or caregiver may present as aggressive and angry quick to lose their temper or lash out. Psychological problems that are associated with ACE’s can leave an individual with low feelings of self-esteem or self-worth if they have been subjected to or witnessed neglect or emotional abuse (Public Health Wales NHS, 2015). 
Gerhardt described a new-born baby, in his 2009 book (pg.19) as an external foetus coming into the world unfinished with its brain ready to be programmed and customised to suits its surrounding environment (Cole and Knowles, 2011, pg. 50).
He also went on to say a great deal of pruning takes places in the brain of a child from about 2 years old and that 90% of the growth of a human brain is carried out within the first 5 years of life.  Sunderland writes in his book, what every parent needs to know, published in 2007, that during these crucial years millions of brain connections are formed, unformed and then reformed as a direct influence of the child’s life experiences and especially emotional experiences with its mother, father or direct care giver.
The attachment of a baby to its mother or other loving care giver is vital in the first 2 years of a child’s life, it allows for the establishment of emotions, thoughts and expectations and sets the precedent for forming secure relationships in later life (Cole and Knowles, 2011, pg. 53). Children with an attachment disorder may show signs over-activity, aggression, low tolerance of frustration and sudden mood changes (Coles and Knowles, 2011, pg. 56).
Friendships can also be a big influence on behaviour due to peer pressure or feelings of wanting to fit it. Showing off to peers by making inappropriate comments or jokes in class may get a child much wanted attention, either from their friends or from the class teacher and could be a signal that there is something else not quite right, they may be struggling or having trouble keeping up. 
Social media and computer games in today’s society have a huge influence on behaviour and attitudes of children and young people. They are being exposed to it from an early age and for extended periods of time. Children can lose touch with what is actually real or become isolated from friends and family and become withdrawn.  Children who play video or online games that are intended for an adult audience can also develop aggressive tendencies.
Diet and sleep are also very important in a child’s development, if a child is coming to school tired or hungry then they are less likely to be focused on what is being taught, this may then in turn cause them to fall behind and start misbehaving. J. Thomas wrote in his book titled, the self in education (1980), that schooling is the second most important factor after family influences, most able to enhance a child’s self-esteem (Cole and Knowles, 2011, pg.46).

Internal factors that can influence children’s behaviour more often than not are a result of a medical or neurological condition. These conditions may be as a result of illness or injury to the brain whilst in-uterus, following birth or as a result of a genetic condition the child may have such as Tourette’s syndrome, which causes the suffer to have sudden and uncontrollable body, head or facial jerks or in some cases outburst of bad language. 
Genetics also plays a large part of who we are as individuals and who are children and their children will be.  It is widely accepted that a blonde-haired blue-eyed baby will be the result of blonde-haired blue-eyed parents, this is called a genetic predisposition but not a corollary, there are always exceptions to the so-called rules. Our innate make up is going to have an impact on how we react to our surrounding environment as we grow and learn and face the challenges of life (Hage 2019). 
How a child born with a predisposition trait such as anxiety, anger, mental health or mood disorders, is raised will have an enormous effect on the way in which the traits themselves play out later in the child’s life, but they may never be eliminated.
Children’s behaviour can be influence by many factors before they are even born, but it is also important to remember that not all behaviour is bad or negative, so if a change in behaviour of child you support if noticed then it should be investigated for an underlying reason.
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