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Essay – Discuss a range of factors that influence children’s behaviour (both positively and negatively) in a learning environment.    
	

	


Behaviour is a wide-ranging theory that can span many different subjects, so the focus of this essay is to discuss the behaviour of students in a learning environment and discuss the positive and negative factors that affect the behaviour that they display in their setting. It is important to firstly define behaviour so that we can gain a full understanding of how it can be affected by both positive and negative factors. A definition in its most basic dictionary form would be ‘the way that a person, an animal, a substance, etc. behaves in a particular situation or under particular conditions’ (Cambridge Dictionary, 2020). This definition applies to behaviour across many subjects and is fitting for this essay as the ‘particular situation or under particular conditions’ is where the interest lies as this can be linked with the learning environment and the challenges that are presented in those establishments. Managing behaviour in learning environments, especially in classrooms, has provided challenges for educators for centuries, strategies are constantly being developed and have evolved from the ongoing theory which is written and discussed on an almost daily basis. The Welsh Assembly Government have laid out guidance for educators and have underlined the importance of behaviour management stating ‘Poor behaviour management will inevitably undermine effective teaching and effective behaviour management is of little purpose unless accompanied by effective teaching. The classroom is a learning space that, managed well, can reduce the likelihood of difficult or challenging behaviour and increase the chances of effective teaching and learning occurring’ (WAG, 2010). This statement encompasses what every educator is aiming for which is to create a learning environment that students can develop and succeed in without the negative effects that poor behaviour can impact onto a learning environment.

Creating a positive learning environment can be a challenge, one of the key factors to creating that environment is gaining an understanding of the factors that can impact the students, whether they be positive or negative. Positive factors can be nurtured and shared to create further positivity, whilst negative factors can be discussed, and strategies can be deployed in the hope of supporting students and empowering them to change any negative behaviours linked to those factors. The factors that can influence behaviour are wide ranging and difficult to discuss with the restrictions of a word count, so I am going to discuss the main factors that I encounter most regularly in my educational setting. 

One of the largest contributing factors that I encounter regarding negative behaviour is that of the adverse childhood experiences (ACE’S) that students are living with or have experienced in the past. Following a report by Public Health Wales (2016) it was noted that students that experienced ACEs  ‘are more likely to perform poorly in school, more likely to be involved in crime and ultimately less likely to be a productive member of society’ the study also found that children that had endured ‘chronic traumatic stress’ (Public Health Wales, 2016) in their younger childhood suffered from a lack of brain development compared to those children that had not been exposed to the same types of stresses. These facts in addition to other factors such as the children not receiving clear and consistent boundaries and the unconditional love and support that they need from a parent, have a huge impact on their ability to trust and engage with others which is where the difficulties begin within an educational setting. Students that have been affected by ACE’s are often described as being in a permanent state of alertness (Public Health Wales, 2016) this could also be displayed as anxiety, resulting in the student refusing to engage and it can increase the risk of a student absconding from the educational setting. One of the major difficulties facing staff that are working with students that have encountered ACE’s is the initial engagement and relationship building phase. This initial period is extremely important as the educator needs to build a trusting relationship with the student allowing them to feel safe enough to engage within that setting. A lot of students will have a low feeling of self-worth, so it is essential that the educator has a sensitive and empathetic approach that leans towards praising the effort of that student rather than the outcomes that they initially produce. Over thirty years of studies by Psychologist Carol Dweck has found that ‘teacher practice has a big impact on student mindset, and the feedback that teachers give their students can either encourage a child to choose a challenge and increase achievement or look for an easy way out’ (Mindset Works, 2017) this theory proves the importance of quality feedback to students.  Before moving on to discuss positive factors that can influence behaviour it is important to touch on some of the other negative factors that can have an influence on some students, these can be separated into two categories and are known as internal and external factors. Examples of internal factors can be health conditions such as Autism (ASD) and Tourette’s Disorder both of which can have a negative impact on behaviour and require specialised individual strategies to help the child to manage their condition as comfortably as possible. Some of the difficulties that a child with a condition such as Autism can face are having heightened sensitivity to light, sounds or touch. Children with Autism may also feel the need to undertake repetitive tasks and may obsess about routine (National Autistic Society, 2018), many strategies have been developed following extensive research in this field. The main strategies that are used in Wales are interventions such as modelling, prompting, reinforcement and multi-sensory interventions. Exercise has also been a successful tool in managing and reducing behaviour difficulties with students that live with ASD (WAG, 2018).

Another factor that has risen in prominence in recent years is ADHD or Attention deficit/hyperactivity disorder, this can be described as both an internal and external factor and is usually diagnosed in children aged six or seven and can continue into adolescence. The main traits that a student may display if they have been diagnosed with ADHD might be displaying a short attention span, be constantly restless or fidgeting, difficulty concentrating and struggle to listen and follow basic instructions (NHS, 2018). Students that have ADHD can display challenging behaviours in the classroom which not only affects their academic learning but can also affect the learning of their peers due to the level of disruption that they can cause. The resulting behaviour consequences can be exclusions or even the students being moved to a specialised educational setting where they can work in smaller class sizes with extra support staff that are trained in manging their specific needs. Some of the strategies that are currently employed in Wales are rewards and sanctions, self-management and skills coaching and cognitive-behavioural management training such as the Stop, Think, Do programme (WAG, 2018).
This leads into the discussion of positive factors that can not only influence behaviour but have an impact on challenging and changing negative behaviour traits. When working in an educational setting it is extremely important to have a positive approach with the students and build a relationship with them this is seen as a key factor in maintaining positive behaviour in the classroom and maximising academic success for the students (Terada, 2019). There are always opportunities for educators to promote and reinforce positive behaviours, but the real key is consistency and a whole school approach. The guidelines that should be followed according to Education Wales are ‘A child will repeat a behaviour if it is being rewarded, a child will be less likely to repeat a behaviour if sanctions are issued. If there is no consistency with rewards and sanction’s then it is likely the child will continue to display the unwanted behaviour’ (WAG, 2012). This theory is widely used across educational setting’s and when used correctly can be a massive factor in creating positive outcomes for students. There are also other strategies that are used to work alongside the rewards and sanctions, some of these are positive reinforcement, positive language, strategic seating plans and the support of specialised staff such as Emotional Literacy Support Assistants (ELSA’S). It is widely recognised that students respond well to educators that display a consistent, calm and empathetic approach, that the students can trust and therefore engage with on both a personal and academic level. 
In summary I feel that with any behavioural strategies it is essential that it is carried out consistently, with a whole school approach which can enable the students to build trusting relationships with staff which in turn will lead to an increase in academic success and personal growth for the students.
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