	
	
	



Discuss how Carl Rogers’ person-centred therapeutic approach and other humanist theories support the work of TAs and LSAs in schools.

Carl Rogers was one of the founders of humanist psychology, who coined the person-centred theory. His approach is humanistic therapy, focussed on helping individuals achieve self-actualisation through non-directive, supportive environment; the client is the most important part of the process.  In practice, Rogers’ theory is based on the quality of the relationship between the client and the therapist where the therapist listens to the client without judgement. It provides a safe and accepting environment for the client where they can express themselves in their own unique way. Rogers’ approach has had a significant impact on educational practice, especially supporting the roles of teaching assistants and learning support assistants within schools. Alongside Rogers, other humanist ideas have also highlighted the importance of encouraging independence, motivation and the whole child’s development and wellbeing. This essay will explore how Rogers’ and other humanist approach guide the work of TAs and LSAs in schools, showing how a child centred approach can lead to a safe and inclusive environment for children to thrive.

Rogers’ person-centred theory is based on the three core conditions which are empathy, unconditional positive regard and congruence. All three core conditions are essential as individuals who experience care, respect and acceptance are more likely to thrive and demonstrate enhanced well-being. Within my practice, I apply Rogers’ person-centred approach daily by fostering trusting and respectful relationships with pupils, engaging in open and empathetic listening, and promoting self-concept and resilience. For example, A child with autism spectrum disorder (ASD) and limited language becomes frustrated during free-flow play when peers do not understand what they want. I approach calmly, position myself at their level, and see their non-verbal cues before speaking. I acknowledge their feelings by saying, “It looks like you’re finding it hard to tell us what you need.” or “Show me what you would like.” I offer visual supports through a choice board or show the child different objects that they often engage with to help them communicate more easily. When they make a choice or successfully use a gesture or word, I respond positively and acknowledge their effort: “You showed me brilliantly what you wanted.” Over time, I provide consistent routines, model simple language, and celebrate small steps in communication, helping the child build confidence, reduce anxiety, and engage more positively with peers.

[bookmark: _Int_jwDAvBgT]Teaching assistants were first introduced in the 1960s as ‘aids’ or ‘helpers’ to support teachers with classroom management and everyday tasks. The role expanded with a significant increase in teaching assistant numbers due to policies such as the Education Act 2002 (UK Government, 2002) which aimed to reduce teacher shortages and support pupils with special educational needs and the Teachers Workload Agreement 2003 (National Assembly for Wales, 2003). Today, the role has expanded to include more professional responsibilities, such as, pastoral support, additional learning needs support, behaviour management and speech and language support. 

[bookmark: _Int_klfyu9Jg]Teaching assistants apply Rogers’ theory in many aspects of their work, they support children with their social, emotional and mental health (SEMH) through using empathy to validate feelings and de-escalate behaviour. For children affected by trauma, attachment or adverse childhood experiences (ACE’s), teaching assistants provide relational stability, consistent routines and trusting relationships where the child will feel safe and respected. They also provide autonomy through providing choices for the children, encouraging child led learning where the child is the focus and self-directed problem solving. Teaching assistants reduce “conditions of worth” to those who have experienced failure or setbacks through Rogers’ unconditional positive regard to build confidence and self-esteem for the children. In behaviour support, they view “challenging behaviour” as a form of communication rather than defiance, enabling more positive and constructive responses.

Abraham Maslow (1908-1970) was a humanist psychologist who coined the term ‘Hierarchy of Needs’ which outlines human motivation. Maslow believes that people are driven to meet basic needs such as, food, safety and belonging before they can focus on building more complex needs such as confidence, self-esteem and reaching their full potential. Maslow’s hierarchy of needs is a useful framework for TAs and LSAs as it reminds them that they need to have their basic needs met before they can focus on learning. At the lower levels of the hierarchy, TAs support those with psychological and safety needs by noticing when they are tired, hungry, distressed and creating a safe and inclusive environment for them to thrive. Maslow also highlights the importance of belonging and relationships, which TAs and LSAs help build through positive, trusting interactions and by supporting pupils who find social situations difficult. By offering encouragement, celebrating achievements, and providing opportunities for success, TAs also strengthen children’s self-esteem and confidence. Finally, by promoting independence, curiosity, and problem-solving, TAs help pupils work towards self-actualisation, the highest level of Maslow’s hierarchy, where learners feel motivated and able to achieve their potential. 

[bookmark: _Int_1ZjSKP6K][bookmark: _Int_oGzPG0TF]Maslow and Rogers differ primarily in their approaches to self-actualisation, hierarchy of needs and the therapeutic process. Maslow's theory primarily focusses on the psychological needs of the child, for example, love, safety, care. Learning cannot flourish until the child’s lower-level needs are met. Maslow believes that the environment is a huge factor in supporting the child’s wellbeing and growth, for example the Nature VS Nurture debate (Simply Psychology, 2025). It is clear that Maslow supports the nurture argument which focusses on the environmental factors that shape the development of the child after birth, shaped by an individual's experiences, learning opportunities, and cultural or social influences. The TAs role within Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs is to address the barriers to learning caused by unmet needs and it helps TAs identify why a child may be struggling and what needs need to be addressed. Whereas Rogers focusses on a more fluid and person-centred approach, he believes that children have a self-actualising tendency towards growth that growth occurs within the presence of unconditional positive regard, empathy and congruence. Rogers sees the learner as an active participant in their own development (Neuropsych, 2019). The TAs role within Roger’s person-centred theory is to support behaviour, emotional regulation and confidence through trusting relationships and psychological safety. Together, both theories create a holistic framework for TA/LSA practice. TAs will address needs (Maslow) whilst building supporting and trusting relationships (Rogers) to support learners to thrive socially, academically and emotionally.

[bookmark: _Int_4uoHBvfI][bookmark: _Int_rncvN2H8]Humanistic theories support TA and LSA practice by encouraging a whole child approach that recognises the child’s emotional, social and learning needs. (Western Governors University, 2020) By applying ideas from different humanistic theorists, such as Maslow or Rogers, TAs can identify unmet needs that may affect behaviour and engagement and then supporting these needs whilst building trust with the pupils, boosting their self-esteem and motivation. Understanding concepts like Maslow’s hierarchy of needs helps TAs recognise when a child may require more emotional security, belonging, or self-esteem before they can fully access the curriculum. Similarly, Rogers’ emphasis on unconditional positive regard, empathy, and genuine acceptance guides TAs to build trusting, respectful relationships that make pupils feel valued and supported. These approaches help TAs promote inclusion, encourage independence and support positive behaviour leading to more confident and engaged learners.

[bookmark: _Int_uQRmwZF0]Whilst humanistic approaches benefit TAs and LSAs in many ways, TAs and LSAs require good training in emotional literacy to apply these approaches effectively. Different approaches can be very time consuming as they focus heavily on the individuals' needs and personal growth, they can be difficult to apply consistently in busy classrooms where time, staffing and resources are limited. TAs and LSAs may struggle to give each child their undivided, one to one attention, empathy and support that humanistic theories recommend. Humanistic theories may not always be compatible with behaviour school policies, which can leave TAs and LSAs uncertain about how to respond effectively to the child's needs. TAs and LSAs must work within clear professional boundaries and a key limitation of applying humanistic approaches is that TAs and LSAs are not trained therapists and cannot provide formal therapeutic intervention. TAs and LSAs must keep their role focussed on educational and pastoral aid rather than counselling and therapy, while humanistic ideas encourage empathy, active listening and emotional support. Overall, while humanistic principles are valuable, TAs must balance them with clear routines, behaviour strategies, and the practical demands of the school environment.

[bookmark: _Int_BfhoSkzZ]To conclude, Carl Rogers’ person-centred therapeutic approach and other humanistic theories provide a valuable foundation for the work of TAs and LSAs in schools. By emphasising empathy, acceptance and positive relationships, these theories help support staff create a nurturing environment where pupils feel safe, understood and motivated to learn. Maslow’s focus on meeting basic needs further enables TAs to identify barriers to engagement and provide the reassurance and structure children need to thrive. Overall, humanistic approaches strengthen the ability of TAs and LSAs to support learners holistically, promote wellbeing and contribute to inclusive, supportive classroom environments that prioritise wellbeing and allow every child to succeed. These approaches not only enhance individual learning outcomes but also foster a positive school culture where all pupils are encouraged to reach their full potential.

References:
Andy (2022). Understanding the Person-Centred approach - Focusing Minds. Available at: https://tomakeprogress.co.uk/person-centred-approach-in-education/ Accessed: 6th December 2025).

CFE Research. (2024). Use of teaching assistants in schools. Available at: https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/66e31878718edd81771316c5/Use_of_teaching_assistants_in_schools_research_report.pdf (Accessed: 28th November 2025).

Davis, M. (2019). The other self-actualization: What’s the difference between Maslow and Rogers? Available at: https://bigthink.com/neuropsych/self-actualization-rogers/ (Accessed 5th December 2025).

Department for Education (2024). Use of teaching assistants in schools. Available at: https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/66e31878718edd81771316c5/Use_of_teaching_assistants_in_schools_research_report.pdf (Accessed: 5th December 2025).

[bookmark: _Int_sxVi3bx8]McLeod, S. (2025). Carl rogers humanistic theory and contribution to psychology. Simply Psychology. Available at: https://www.simplypsychology.org/carl-rogers.html (Accessed 2nd December 2025).

McLeod, S. (2024). Nature vs. Nurture Debate in Psychology. Available at: https://www.simplypsychology.org/naturevsnurture.html (Accessed 5th December 2025).

National Assembly for Wales (2003). Implementation of Teacher Workload Agreement. Available at: https://senedd.wales/media/rxdj10jm/teacher_workload_agreement-_final_committee_report-final-english.pdf (Accessed 9th December 2025).

National Careers Service (2023). Teaching assistant. Available at: https://nationalcareers.service.gov.uk/job-profiles/teaching-assistant (Accessed 2nd December 2025).

Pass, JC. (2023). Carl Rogers’ person-centred approach and the therapeutic relationship. Available at: Carl Rogers' Person-Centered Approach and the Therapeutic Relationship — Simply Put Psych (Accessed: 28th November 2025).

The Open University (2016). Teaching assistants: support in action. Available at: https://www.open.edu/openlearn/education-development/education/teaching-assistants-support-action/content-section-0/?printable=1 (Accessed: 5th December 2025).

UK Government (2002). Education Act 2002. Available at: https://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/2002/32/contents (Accessed 9th December 2025).

Unison (n.d.). Teaching Assistant. Available at: https://www.skillsforschools.org.uk/roles-in-schools/teaching-assistant (Accessed 5th December 2025).

Western Governors University (2020). What Is Humanistic Learning Theory in Education? Available at: https://www.wgu.edu/blog/what-humanistic-learning-theory-education2007.html (Accessed 5th December 2025).

Yao, L. and Kabir, R. (2023). Person-Centered Therapy (Rogerian Therapy). Available at: https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/books/NBK589708/ (Accessed: 5th December 2025).
	
	1
	



