
DEVELOPING EFFECTIVE CLASSROOM MANAGEMENT: A CRITICAL REFLECTION ON THEORY, RESEARCH AND PROFESSIONAL PRACTICE
ECIE6008



ECIE6008
Developing Effective Classroom Management: A Critical Reflection on Theory, Research and Professional Practice.



Content List

Introduction to define classroom management and behaviour for learning.…………   p2

Theoretical Foundations of Classroom Management ………………………………………      p2

Classroom Environment, Routines and Behaviour for Learning ……………………......     p4  

Policies and research related to classroom management ………………………………...   p4

Critical Reflection on Professional Practice ………………………………………………….…   p6

Conclusion ………………………………………………………………………………………………..   p7

Reference List ..……………………………………………………….…………………………………   p8

Developing Effective Classroom Management: A Critical Reflection on Theory, Research and Professional Practice.

 "Classroom management encompasses all the actions teachers undertake within the classroom, to encourage students active participation in academic activities and to create an environment conducive to learning’’ (Bonna, 2023). This definition highlights that classroom management extends beyond controlling behaviour, encompassing the organisation of learning, classroom environment, relationships, routines and approaches that enable learners to participate effectively. Effective classroom management is therefore fundamental to creating a structured, supportive and inclusive learning environment. Contemporary research identifies classroom management as a complex and multidimensional process, rather than simply the control of disruptive behaviour (Chow et al. 2024). This is significant because effective management can influence learner engagement, wellbeing, behaviour and academic attainment, while supporting teachers to provide positive learning experiences (Manley et al. 2023).
Furthermore, classroom management is central to inclusive education, as teachers must respond appropriately to diverse needs, abilities and behaviours while reducing barriers to participation. Recent research highlights the importance of classroom structure and supportive teacher practices in promoting learner engagement and achievement (Patall et al. 2024). Consequently, effective management should be viewed as proactive, relational and responsive rather than predominantly punitive.
This critical reflection will examine the classroom environment, relationships, behaviour, engagement and inclusion, through four theoretical perspectives: Skinner’s Behaviourist Theory, Piaget’s Cognitive Development Theory, Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs and Rogers Humanistic Theory. These perspectives will be critically evaluated alongside contemporary research and professional practice to consider how theoretical understanding can inform effective and inclusive classroom management.
Effective classroom management is a multidimensional process that is unlikely to be adequately explained by a single theoretical perspective. Chow et al. (2024), through a systematic meta-review. This demonstrates that classroom management encompasses interconnected dimensions including behaviour, classroom organisation, instructional processes and teacher-learner relationships. This suggests that effective practices require teachers to draw selectively upon different theories according to a learner’s individual needs, and the context in which learning occurs. Behaviourist, cognitive and humanistic perspectives offer contrasting explanations of behaviour, learning and motivation, critically evaluating their contributions and limitations. Therefore, providing a more nuanced understanding of how theory can confirm effective and inclusive classroom practice.
Behaviourist theory conceptualises learning as observable behavioural changes, shaped by environmental consequences. Skinner’s (1953) theory of operant conditioning provides a foundation for strategies such as reinforcement, praise and consistent consequences. These approaches can establish predictable expectations and reinforce behaviours that maximise opportunities for learning. However, an exclusive reliance on external reinforcement may encourage compliance without necessarily developing learner’s autonomy, or intrinsic motivation. Contemporary evidence suggests that student-centred responses can reduce problematic behaviour while supporting engagement, motivation and self-regulation (Karasova and Nehyba, 2023). Therefore, behaviourist principles may provide a valuable structure, but their effectiveness can be restricted when behavioural control is prioritised over a learner’s wider developmental needs.
Cognitive theory, particularly Piaget’s (1952) Theory of Cognitive Development, positions learners as active participants in constructing knowledge. Applied to classroom management, this suggests that teachers should consider developmental differences when establishing expectations and designing learning experiences. However, Piaget’s assumption that development progresses through universal, clearly defined stages, has been criticised for underestimating individual variation (Loureno, 2016). More recent scholarship also highlights limitations in applying stage-based development rigidly across diverse learners (Rochat, 2024). Consequently, although Piaget’s theory can encourage developmentally appropriate practice, treating stages as fixed could restrict expectations of learner’s capabilities. Teachers should therefore use developmental theory as a guide while recognising individual differences and wider social influences.
Humanistic theory places greater emphasis on emotional wellbeing, relationships and personal development. Maslow (1943) proposed that needs included motivation, while Rogers (1969) emphasised empathy, acceptance and learner autonomy. These principles are particularly relevant to inclusive management, because student-centered communication has been associated with a positive classroom climate and improved behavioural engagement (Karasova and Nehyba, 2023). However, humanistic approaches may provide less specific guidance for responding to persistent disruptive behaviour.
Overall, the theories demonstrate that effective classroom management requires theoretical flexibility. Behaviourism can contribute structure, cognitive theory can inform developmentally responsive practice, while humanistic theory can strengthen relationships, motivation and inclusion. Integrating these perspectives enables teachers to respond more holistically to learners behavioural, cognitive and emotional needs rather than applying one theoretical approach universally. These perspectives underpin effective classroom management, highlighting how the learning environment, routines and relationships shape behaviour and engagement.
Effective classroom management is not limited to responding to disruption, it involves creating an inclusive, structured and relational environment in which pupils are able to participate in learning. Physical organisation, predictable routines and a positive teacher-learner relationship are interconnected aspects of behaviour for learning. Management therefore extends beyond reducing disruption, or enforcing rules to creating the social, emotional and pedagogical conditions for learning. When these factors are carefully planned, they can reduce uncertainty, improve engagement, and support leaners wellbeing. Research, links effective management with stronger engagement, academic outcomes and classroom climates (Education Endowment Foundation, 2019 and Department for Education, 2023). However, much of this evidence is correlation, and outcomes are influenced by school context, teacher expertise, learner characteristics and implementation quality. Claims of effectiveness should therefore not be treated as universal prescriptions. Within the Curriculum for Wales, which emphasises inclusive, learner-centred and developmentally responsive learning (Welsh Government, 2023), this creates a tension between the consistency needed for security and the flexibility required to avoid disadvantaging particular learners. 
The physical organisation of the classroom can influence interaction, concentration, accessibility and teacher monitoring. Effective arrangements may reduce distractions, support independence, and help teachers identify difficulties before they escalate, although effects depend on teaching approaches and individual needs (Barrett et al, 2015). Evidence is difficult to generalise across age groups, school’s designs, cultural contexts, and learners, may respond differently to the same environment. For example, visual stimulation may engage some learners, but overwhelm others (National Research Council, 2000). Consequently, seating plans should be treated as responsive pedagogical decisions, rather than universal behavioural interventions. Fixed seating may support concentration and oversight during individual work, but restrict collaboration, reduce autonomy, or isolate learners when based mainly on perceived behaviour. In line with the Curriculum for Wales (2022), classroom organisation should be evaluated through participation and wellbeing, not compliance alone (Welsh Government, 2025). 
Established routines provide predictability, clarify expectations and reduce cognitive load, and lost learning time. Procedures for entering, beginning tasks, requesting help, transitioning, and concluding lessons, can support positive behaviour (Education Endowment Foundation, 2019). Furthermore, routines require explicit teaching, rehearsal and reinforcement, and their success depends on staffing, time, school wide coherence and curriculum demands. They may particularly support learners experiencing anxiety, communication difficulties, or uncertainty, but rigid application can exclude those unable to comply because of difficulties, trauma, culture or changing circumstances (Cohen et al, 2010). The Additional Learning Needs Code for Wales requires professionals to consider the learner’s views, wishes and feelings in decisions about additional learning provision (Welsh Government, 2021). Consequently, reasonable adjustments, such as alternative seating, visual schedules or planned movement breaks, should be viewed as equitable support rather than exceptions to classroom expectations. Professional judgement is needed to distinguish inclusive flexibility from inconsistency.
Teacher-learner relationships, further determine whether learners experience these structures as supportive or controlling. Trust, belonging, and mutual respect, enable teachers to interpret behaviour in context, rather than as simple non-compliance. Positive relationships are associated with improved behaviour, engagement and attainment, particularly when teachers are perceived as fair and responsive (Education Endowment Foundation, 2019).  Relational practice can make correction feel supportive rather than punitive, but rapport should not require tolerance of unsafe behaviour, or place responsibility for complex needs solely on individual teachers (Patterson, 2026).  The Welsh Government’s (2025) review of challenging behaviour highlights the value of preventative, relational, and whole school responses, and identifies risks associated with punitive approaches that may increase disengagement. This is sympathetic with the Curriculum for Wales, which identifies healthy relationships and wellbeing, as central to learners’ development (Welsh Government, 2025). It also reflects the UNCRC (UNICEF,1989) principle that children should be treated with dignity and have their views considered, reinforced in Weales through the Rights of Children and Young Person (Wales) Measure 2011 (U.K Government, 2011). 

Therefore, effective classroom management is not primarily about achieving compliance. It is about designing a predictable and respectful learning community, in which high expectations are matched by appropriate support. Physical organisation, routines and relationships become most effective, when they are used to increase pupils access to learning, rather than simply to supress behaviour.
Critical Reflection on Professional Practice.
This reflection employs Gibbs (1988) reflective cycle to examine an incident of low-level disruption during a Year 6 literacy session and to consider its implications for the trainee teacher’s developmental classroom practice.
During an extended literacy session, a year 6 pupil became frustrated during challenging classroom tasks and subsequently refused to participate. The pupil pushed the activity aside and initially declined encouragement to continue. Rather than interpreting the behaviour solely as non- compliance, the trainee teacher remained calm and provided the pupil with space before quietly checking whether support was required. The task was then broken into smaller steps, enabling the pupil to re-engage without drawing unnecessary attention to the situation.
The response can be understood through several theoretical perspectives. Maslow’s (1943) Hierarchy of Needs highlights the importance of emotional security and a sense of belonging before the learner can fully engage with learning. Consequently, responding to be the learner’s frustration, with reassurance rather than an immediate behavioural consequence, recognising the emotional factors underlying the behaviour. Bandura’s (1977) social learning theory is also relevant, as the trainee teacher modelled calm communication and problem-solving, providing an example of appropriate responses to frustration. In addition, elements of Skinner’s behaviourism, were evident through positive reinforcement, when the pupil attempted each stage of the task. However, relying solely on reinforcement could overlook the underlying reason for disengagement. Demonstrating the limitations of a purely behaviourist approach (Welsh Government, 2021). Not all pupils respond equally to the same strategy, demonstrating that classroom management cannot rely on a single approach. The Education Endowment Foundation (2019) emphasises that a pupil’s behaviour is influenced by multiple factors, and that understanding individual context should inform teachers responses, highlighting the limitations of applying behavioural strategies universally.
The approach appeared effective, because pupils gradually return to the activity and complete part of the task. Breaking the activity into manageable stages also reduced the immediate pressure experienced by the pupil. Nevertheless, the situation identified limitations the trainee teacher’s practice. Although the immediate difficulty was resolved, greater consideration could have been given to identifying patterns in the pupil’s responses to challenging activities. This suggests that effective classroom management requires preventative strategies as well as responsive interventions.
The experience challenged the assumption that management behaviour, primarily involves correcting inappropriate conduct. Instead, the incident demonstrated how behaviour may communicate frustration, uncertainty, or an unmet need. Gibbs (1988) Framework encourages the trainee teacher to critically reconsider the relationship between behaviour, wellbeing, and engagement. This reflection supports the view that effective classroom management requires teachers to understand the circumstances surrounding behaviour, rather than responding to its visible presentation alone.
Future practice will build upon the trainee teacher’s strengths in remaining calm, developing positive relationships, and adapting tasks when learner’s experience difficulty. However, further development is required in recognising potential triggers, and using restorative conversations to understand learners’ perspectives, following challenging incidents.  Consistency also remains important, particularly when establishing clear expectations, while ensuring that individuals needs are considered (Welsh Government, 2025). Overall, the experience reinforced that effective classroom management, is not simply the maintenance of order, but an adaptive process that supports learner’s emotional wellbeing, inclusion, and capacity to engage with learning.
Classroom management is most effective when it is understood as part the wider teaching and learning process. Rather than as a response to disruption alone, clear expectations and consistent routines provide necessary structure, but they are more meaningful when supported by respectful relationships, engaging teaching, and an inclusive classroom environment. ESTYN (2025) found that schools promoting positive behaviour, were characterised by strong leadership, consistent practice, high expectations, and clear commitment to learner wellbeing. Suggesting how teachers should respond to incidents, but also on the culture they create before difficulties arise.
For this reason, reflective practice is essential. Teachers must consider not only what a learner has done, but also how classroom organisation, task design, communication and unmet needs, may be shaping that behaviour. Welsh guidance similarly positions positive behaviour as connected to relationships, teaching, the learning environment, and learner focused support, rather than punishment alone (Welsh Government, 2025). Ultimately, effective classroom management is demonstrated not by silence or compliance, but by a classroom culture in which all learners can participate, belong, and make meaningful progress.
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