In a world where child-centred approaches, such as child -led activities and an wider understanding of child psychology play an important role in everyday practice, it's important to recognise how these changes came to be. They aim to recognise children as people with unique emotional, social, and psychological needs. However, this way of thinking has not always been present in education. Historically, schools, nurseries, and other institutions working with children relied heavily on adult-led, traditional models of education that focused mostly on discipline and academic achievement. Emotional wellbeing, individuality, and psychological development were often ignored or considered secondary to academic success.
In earlier educational systems, success was frequently measured through obedience, and performance in tests, with little thought given to children’s emotional experiences or personal circumstances (Hill, 2014). Practices such as corporal punishment were widely accepted. This reinforcing the power imbalance between adults and children. While these approaches created structure and order, they often failed to see children as individuals with feelings, opinions, and needs..
During the late twentieth century, humanist psychology got more popular as a response to psychological theories, such as behaviourism and psychoanalysis. Humanist theorists, like Carl Rogers and Abraham Maslow, disagreed that behaviour alone could explain learning and development. Instead, they focused on the person’s emotional, social, and psychological development with intellectual growth.
Humanist psychology is the idea that individuals are naturally motivated to grow, learn, and achieve their potential when placed in environments that nurture emotional wellbeing and self-worth (McLeod, 2020). Learning is seen as a personal and meaningful process rather than an automatic response to rewards and punishments. So, education should support growth, self-discovery, and the development of a strong sense of identity.
Humanist psychologists argued that traditional educational approaches often failed to meet the emotional needs of learners. strict structures, memorisation, and firm control could limit creativity, confidence, and motivation. Rogers and Maslow believed that when children feel safe, valued, and respected, they are more likely to engage in learning. This was a big change in philosophy, influencing development of child-centred learning environments that prioritise emotional wellbeing and academic achievement.
Carl Rogers believed that everyone possesses a natural drive to learn and grow. He argued that learning happens at its best when individuals feel accepted, valued, and understood. One of his most influential contributions to psychology and education is the concept of unconditional positive regard, which means accepting and valuing a person without judgement or conditions (Rogers, 1951). Rogers believed that this form of acceptance enables children to develop confidence, self-esteem, and a positive self-regard. This belief is reflected in his statement that “when a child is accepted and valued as they are, they’ll thrive” (Rogers, 1969).
Rogers strongly challenged traditional, punishment- based  teaching practices. Rather than placing teachers as the sole source of knowledge, he believed educators should act as facilitators who guide and support learning. This is reflected in his view that “the only person who is educated is the one who has learned how to learn and change” (Rogers, 1969). This approach places responsibility for learning with the child and recognises that children learn best when they are actively involved in the process.
In child-centred environments led by Rogers’ theories, learning is shaped around the interests, needs, and ability of each child. This approach encourages independence, motivation, and curiosity, allowing children to develop a sense of ownership over their learning (Bruce, 2011). Child-centred practice is now widely used in early years settings and primary education. teachers observe children’s interests and plan activities to keep children engaged. This also supports children to develop confidence and responsibility.
Rogers also explained the importance of positive relationships between educators and learners. He believed that learning takes place most effectively within trusting and empathetic relationships. When children feel emotionally safe, they are more likely to ask questions, express ideas, and take risks in their learning. Modern practice reflects this belief through an increased focus on building strong teacher -student relationships and making emotionally supportive classroom environments (DfE, 2021).
In addition, Rogers’ ideas have influenced modern approaches to behaviour management. Traditional punishment-based systems are being replaced by supportive approaches that aim to understand the reasons behind behaviour, This is particularly important in early years settings as young children are still learning to regulate their emotions, and their outbursts should be met with understanding because theres almost always a logical reason for them. Educators try to recognise that behaviour is often linked to unmet emotional needs and to support children in developing emotional regulation and problem-solving skills (Rogers, 1983).
Alongside Rogers, Abraham Maslow made a large contribution to humanist psychology through his theory, Maslow’s hierarchy of needs. Maslow theorised that human needs are organised into a pyramid- like structure, with basic physiological needs such as food, water, and sleep, forming the lowest layer of the pyramid. Once these needs are met, people can focus on safety, love and belonging, self-esteem, and finally self-actualisation at the top of the pyramid (Maslow, 1943). Maslow argued that individuals cannot reach their full potential unless their lower-level needs are fulfilled.
Maslow’s hierarchy of needs has been highly influential in education as it provides an outline for understanding how other factors affect a child’s ability to learn. Maslow argued that children cannot focus on academic tasks if their basic physiological and emotional needs are not met. For example, a child who is hungry, tired, or experiencing emotional issues is very unlikely to  be able concentrate effectively in the classroom. This theory encourages teachers to consider the wider context of a child’s life, including their home life and emotional wellbeing, rather than focusing only on academic performance (McLeod, 2020).
Maslow also believed that education should support self-esteem and confidence, allowing learners to progress towards self-actualisation. He described education as “a process of helping people to become self-actualising persons” (Maslow, 1971), suggesting that learning should help promote independence, creativity, and personal growth. In educational settings, self-actualisation can be seen when children have a love of learning, take ownership of their education, and feel confident in their abilities. By recognising individual strengths and providing opportunities for success, educators can support learners in reaching their full potential.
In modern educational practice, Maslow’s ideas are reflected in an increased focus on wellbeing, safeguarding, and inclusion. Schools provide breakfast clubs, free school meals, pastoral care teams, and mental health support to ensure that children’s basic needs are met. Safeguarding policies, anti-bullying initiatives, and inclusive practices help children feel physically and emotionally safe, promoting a sense of belonging (Maslow, 1954). When learners feel valued and supported, they are more likely to engage positively with learning, take academic risks, and persist when faced with challenges (DfE, 2021).
The theories of Rogers and Maslow share a strong emphasis on emotional wellbeing, acceptance, and personal growth. Both theorists believed that children learn best in environments where they feel valued and supported. Their work contributed to a shift away from rigid, teacher-centred models towards more overall approaches that recognise the importance of emotional and psychological development.
Today, the influence of Rogers and Maslow can be seen in child-centred learning, inclusive education, and wellbeing-focused approaches. Teachers and childcare professionals are trained to recognise individual differences, support emotional development, and create positive learning environments. While academic achievement remains important, there is growing recognition that emotional wellbeing is essential for effective learning (Hill, 2014).
Although some critics argue that humanist approaches may lack structure, many schools successfully combine humanist principles with clear expectations and academic guidance. This balanced approach supports both emotional wellbeing and academic progress, helping learners develop resilience, confidence, and motivation.
Welsh educational policy shows many of the humanist ideas said by Carl Rogers and Abraham Maslow, particularly through their emphasis on wellbeing, inclusion, and learner-centred practice . The curriculum for Wales focuses on developing the whole child, encouraging learner voice, emotional wellbeing, and positive relationships, which closely align with Rogers’ child-centred approach and belief in supportive learning environments..(Welsh Gov, The Curriculum for Wales ,2022) Maslow’s hierarchy of needs is also reflected in Welsh policy through the recognition that learners must feel safe, valued, and supported before effective learning can take place. This is reinforced by the “wellbeing of future generations Wales act” which requires schools and public bodies to prioritise long-term wellbeing and inclusion. Together, these policies demonstrate how humanist values have been embedded into Welsh education by recognising emotional and social wellbeing as essential foundations for learning. (Welsh Gov, Well-being of Future Generations Wales Act 2015,) 
In conclusion, Carl Rogers and Abraham Maslow have had a big impact on education through their humanist ideas. Rogers’ focus on child-centred learning and unconditional positive regard has encouraged teachers to build positive relationships and support children emotionally, not just academically. His approach helps create learning environments where children feel safe, valued, and confident to take part in their own learning.
[bookmark: _Int_eSouqRu2]Overall, the ideas of Rogers and Maslow are still really important in education today. By focusing on children’s emotional, social, and academic needs, schools can help learners build confidence, resilience, and a positive attitude towards learning, which supports them both in school and later in life.
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