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Using theory, critically discuss the challenges posed by internal and external factors on the learning environment. 

Why do children behave in certain ways?  Does behaviour originate from upbringing, genetics, a combination of the two, or something else entirely?  Questions such as these have been the topic of debate for centuries – as far back as Plato (428 BC) who stated, ‘All learning has an emotional base’, underpinning the prevailing idea that ‘a child’s emotional state influences the ability to learn’ (Emmerling, Shanwal and Mandal, 2008).  However, learning can be affected by factors other than emotions, and these varying elements pose challenges not only for the learner, but on the learning environment.  The Author endeavours to identify a selection of internal and external factors that can change the way in which a child develops intellectually, and how these factors and certain personal characteristics can influence the learning environment.  The Author also introduces the reader to a number of researchers, who developed theories about behaviour, cognition, and other aspects of child development. 
Cognition is defined as ‘the mental action or process of acquiring knowledge and understanding through thought, experience, and the senses’ (Oxford English Dictionary, 2017).  Cognition could be considered an all-encompassing term, which refers to all of the cerebral actions within which a person partakes, for example, memory, understanding, thinking, perception, and so on.  Cognitive development, therefore, relates to the way cognition changes with age, as awareness and understanding of the world increases.  For instance, a newborn baby should have less cognitive skills than a three-year-old, based on the knowledge that as methods of perception develop, ‘children begin to make sense of the world around them, as they perceive and process information in their environment’ (Kamen, 2011).  Children also improve their cognitive skills through various learning experiences, such as being shown how to perform a task, mirroring and repetition. 

Understanding cognition, and the factors that contribute to its development, allows the opportunity to identify children who may not be progressing as expected.  A child’s development, and consequently, cognition, can be influenced by various internal and external factors.  Internal factors include conditions such as attention deficit hyperactivity disorder; more commonly known as ADHD, Tourette’s Syndrome, and autism.  At the higher end of the autism spectrum is a condition known as Asperger’s Syndrome, which research suggests is caused by a ‘combination of genetic and environmental factors, accounting for differences in a person’s development’ (The National Autistic Society, 2017).  Asperger’s syndrome can cause a great many social impediments, for instance, there may be difficulty reading facial expressions and other non-verbal cues such as hand gestures and mannerisms, all of which are generally used to communicate feelings.  This can affect how a child interacts with, and responds to, peers and teaching staff in school.  Children with Asperger’s syndrome often have difficulty understanding the concept of figurative language, such as metaphors or idioms; for example, a child being told to ‘pull your socks up!’ could possibly take it literally, instead of understanding that a teacher means to ‘hurry up’. Asperger’s can also create ‘sensory sensitivity’ (The National Autistic Society, 2017), which in turn results in anxiety, so a child may find certain background sounds unbearably loud or distracting; making a noisy classroom or school a very difficult environment indeed.  East and Evans (2001) state that Asperger’s can elicit ‘difficulties with social imagination, imaginative play and flexible thinking’.  This, in itself, can create problems for children with Asperger’s for the reason that imaginative play is usually an area in which a child would excel.  

Down’s syndrome, another genetic condition, is caused by the presence of an extra chromosome while a baby is still in the womb.  Approximately seven hundred and fifty babies are born every year in the United Kingdom with this additional chromosome, and as clarified by the Down’s Syndrome Association (2018), ‘eighty percent of babies with Down’s syndrome are born to women under the age of thirty-five’, even though there is a definite link to pregnancy in more mature women.  Piaget (1896), who is considered to be the founder of developmental psychology (Taylor, 2005), believed that there was an ‘upper limit on a child’s cognitive capabilities’ due to the limitations of brain development and a child’s biological make-up.  Taylor (2005) agrees with Piaget, and suggests Down’s syndrome as an example of this, proposing that ‘this is often the case with children who have genetic disorders such as Down’s syndrome’.  Taylor (2005) continues by stating that it is important to maximise a child’s development and ensure they fulfil their ‘biologically limited potential.’  Children with Down’s syndrome have learning disabilities ranging from moderate to severe, and are welcome to attend a mainstream school; after all, the learning disability affects a child’s ability to learn but does not mean they cannot learn.  East and Evans (2001) suggest that ‘increased involvement with peers who do not have Down’s syndrome, coupled with higher expectations from teachers, means that children are achieving far more – socially and educationally.’  However, this statement makes the assumption that there are enough resources and staff to cater for the additional needs of a child with Down’s syndrome, as with any child who happens to have educational or behavioural needs.  

A child’s cognitive development can also be affected by a wide range of external factors.  These include family breakdown, bereavement and/or loss, parental influence, abuse, illness in the child or a relative, and bullying.  Transition, whether it be emotional, physical, physiological or intellectual, can also affect a child’s development.  Educational progress, and other positive transitions, can have many encouraging effects such as increasing confidence and improving self-esteem, but many transitions can have a negative outcome on a child’s development.  Moving to a new house or changing schools can be deeply unsettling for a child, and can generate a host of emotions, from anger to sadness, even grief.  Children can feel extremely unsettled and overwhelmed when their familiar environment is taken away, and this can adversely affect their behaviour in school.  Burnham and Baker (2010) state that it is extremely important for children to have ‘positive relationships during periods of transition, as this will provide security and stability’, at a time when they may feel they are losing stability and security in other aspects of their lives.  The Author considers this to be a similar viewpoint to that of British child psychiatrist and psychoanalyst, John Bowlby.  Bowlby (1906), believed that the emotional bonds and attachments in a child’s life had a critical effect on development, although focused primarily on the maternal bond at birth.  Over time, the significance of attachment has led to ‘increased awareness of the importance of emotional wellbeing to learning and development’ (Pound, 2014).   In fact, nurture groups such as relationship-based play and emotional literacy support programmes aim to ‘offer the missed nurturing experiences of the early years to pupils, in order to help them to develop more appropriate behaviours’ (Estyn, 2006).  Piaget (1896) felt nature and nurture were vital for cognitive development, and this can be clearly illustrated in the case of multiple births.  Identical twins share one hundred percent of their genetic material, yet they can develop at different rates and in various ways.  Therefore, it stands to reason that it takes more than nature to yield cognitive development.

[bookmark: _GoBack]Poverty, unfortunately, can play a large part in negatively affecting a child’s development.  The Child Poverty Strategy for Wales (Welsh Government, 2011), defined poverty as ‘a long-term state of not having sufficient resources to afford food, reasonable living conditions or amenities to participate in activities that are taken for granted by others in society.’  The Analysis of Millennium Cohort Study (MCS, 2010) for Wales, as part of the Save the Children’s Read On, Get On. Campaign (2015) found that one in four children growing up in poverty in Wales leaves primary education unable to read well.  Children who live in persistent poverty can become targets for bullying, and are twice as likely to score below average for language development at age five.  The statistics MCS provide show that poverty reduces educational opportunities, reduces life chances and even affects children who show great ability and promise in their early years. This echoes Abraham Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs.  Maslow (1947), a humanist theorist, developed a theory that a person is unable to reach his or her full potential unless his or her basic needs are met.  Therefore, if a person lives in poverty, he or she will be unable to achieve/maintain stability, responsibility, social acceptance, and so on.  The Author disagrees with Maslow somewhat, suggesting that a person can have different needs and motivations.  The Author argues that a person living in poverty may not have all of his or her physiological needs met, but could still be part of a close, loving family unit (belongingness and love needs).  The Author does concede, however, that children tend to develop emotionally, physically and educationally if their basic needs are acknowledged – a child who does not have their physiological and safety needs met is less likely to be able to concentrate on their learning, just as a child living without love and affection is less likely to have high self-esteem or confidence, which will affect their achievement levels.

Piaget (1896), a psychologist referred to earlier, is considered to be the most influential theorist of cognitive development.  He believed that children of different ages think in different ways, whilst theorists who preceded Piaget were under the assumption children think like adults (Taylor, 2005).  Piaget also believed that knowledge came from personal experience, hence why the older a child becomes, the more cognition develops.  Vygotsky (1896) a psychologist and constructivist theorist, agreed somewhat with Piaget, however Vygotsky placed emphasis on the importance of social and familial interaction, to ensure maximum cognitive development.  Piaget had the viewpoint that ‘cognitive development evolved alongside social development, but was not influenced by it, in contrast to Vygotsky, who believed social interaction was essential to develop new skills’ (Kamen, 2011).        

Theories constructed by Piaget, Vygotsky, Maslow and Bowlby are still relevant in education today.  When considering the concept of nature versus nurture emphasised by Piaget, alongside the attachment theories of Bowlby, it is evident where the idea of nurture programmes in schools manifested.  Vygotsky’s theory about the ‘zone of proximal development’ (Culatta, 2011) - that is tasks that a child cannot perform without help - proposed that a child following an adult’s example will gradually develop the ability to do certain tasks without assistance; often referred to as ‘scaffolding’. This has led to ‘peer tutoring approaches and schemes encouraging children to read at home with caregivers’ (Pound, 2014).  The current concept of ‘learning through play’ has elements of Vygotsky and Piaget.  Vygotsky stated “Play is the source of development and creates the zone of proximal development” (Lynch, Pike and Beckett, 2017), therefore confirming the viewpoint that imaginative play is a vital component of a child’s progression, whereas Piaget felt children required sustained periods of play and exploration (Pound, 2014).  Piaget’s theories are evident in the implementation of the Foundation Phase in early childhood education, where assessments are applied to analyse how a child is currently learning. The level at which a child is learning can be compared to the level they should be at, and there is the capacity to plan ‘next step’ activities to help them develop further. 

As you can see, while not all theories are fully accepted in their purest context today, they have all had a defining impact on our insight into child development.  However, schools may agree with the theories in principle, unfortunately they are often unable to put them into practice.  The reasons for this vary from limited money and resources, to staff shortages.  Each of these obstacles can prevent schools from following through on the excellent concepts derived from the theorists highlighted in this assignment.  One example would be the acknowledgement that a child’s basic needs must be met before they can be expected to achieve their full potential (Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs, 1947).  Poverty results in many children attending school on an empty stomach, prompting the formation of breakfast clubs in many primary and secondary schools.  Unfortunately, certain counties now charge for attendance at breakfast clubs, which defeats the object of supplying a service for those families who cannot afford to provide their children with breakfast themselves.  Another example is the knowledge that nurture-based interventions are important to a child’s learning, referring back to Bowlby and Piaget, yet they are usually the first to be pushed aside when budgets are cut.  The Author believes that, rightly or wrongly, literacy, mathematical skills, and welsh development will always take priority over personal and social development, even though this is also one of the Foundation Phase’s ‘seven areas of learning’ (Welsh Government, 2017).  
Mainstream teachers are expected to meet the needs of all the pupils in their classes.  When considering the scale of additional learning and behavioural needs exhibited in classrooms today, some of which have been highlighted in this assignment, what an insurmountable task this seems.  In the words of Bob Dylan (1965), ‘The times they are a-changin’’ – this is certainly a different world, with different obstacles to when the theories about cognitive development and behaviour that the Author has mentioned, were originally devised.  However, referring back to Plato (428 BC): behaviour does have an emotional base. Whether a child is worried about being poor, feels anxious about misunderstanding social cues, is angry at needing to change schools or upset at realising he or she does not learn as quickly as peers, emotions do impact learning – the Author believes that any challenges posed by personal characteristics, or internal and external factors, on the learning environment, are secondary to ensuring a child is emotionally ready to learn.     
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