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Carl Rogers was a highly influential American psychologist born in 1902. He is recognised for his innovative development of a person-centred or client centred theory towards psychology, influenced by his belief in the importance of a humanistic approach (Counselling Tutor, 2025). He focused on empathy and a connectivity with clients, considering them to be the expert on themselves; to best support their individual needs and develop a strong sense of self and eventually gain positive personal growth (Main, 2022). 

For example, Carl Rogers’ core beliefs centred around people being capable of self-direction and naturally striving to fulfil their potential when provided with supportive environments; to become a self-actualised person is to be someone who trusts their feelings, is creative, experiences life openly and fully to develop healthy relationships, promote personal growth and eventually to contribute to positive societal changes (Mcleod, 2025).

Furthermore, Carl Rogers’ key concepts regarding therapy, were that a person’s self-image and the person they aspire to be were aligned or congruent and a strong congruence of both these aspects is essential for psychological health and personal growth (Counselling Tutor, 2025). If there is a disparity or incongruence between a person’s self-image and their ideal self the outcome can be anxiety and low self-esteem, ultimately leading to poor mental health; a person needs to aspire and have goals to motivate them to align positively with their true beliefs and values. A person needs to feel as if the environment they are in accepts them for who they are, without judgement, thus supporting a sense of security and personal growth (Counselling Tutor, 2025).  

Moreover, Carl Rogers’ theories perform particularly well in an educational environment, whereby the ethos and core values of most establishments are designed to instil safety, value, inclusion and respect whilst integrating academic goals with personal, social and emotional development. The ethos and values are modelled daily by staff when offering a wide variety of support to learners, emphasising how Carl Rogers’ approach supports all individuals to thrive and reach their full potential personally and academically. Staff in educational establishments embed the core conditions for growth ensuring that education remains pupil centred; focusing on strengths, building relationships, empowering curiosity, creating a collaborative classroom and demonstrating how to support pupils to become confident, self-directing and emotionally intelligent individuals Within a school environment, it has been widely recognised that each young person is able to, ‘flourish when adults accept them without conditions attached to their worth’ (Main, 2022).

Similarly, Abraham Maslow’s humanistic approach centres on an individual’s self-actualisation. Maslow proposed that every individual is motivated by a hierarchical ladder of needs that need to be fulfilled in a specific order, he presented this as a pyramid with the most basic human need at the bottom and finally reaching higher needs at the top (physiological, safety, love, esteem, then self-actualisation); suggesting that unless a person’s most basic needs are met and fulfilled a person is unable to pursue higher needs to reach self-actualisation (Gould, 2024). Maslow was different to his predecessors such as B.F Skinner who focused more on the negative aspect of a person’s psyche and subsequent disorders or dysfunctions (Cherry, 2025). Maslow’s interest was in assisting people to thrive; his pyramid provided a framework which has encouraged others to rethink human motivation and is still utilised now in education.

Both Maslow and Rogers believed people could make their own choices and strive for self-actualisation to reach their potential. Both understood the importance of focusing on the positive aspects of enabling human growth. Both suggested that individuals who were most likely to reach self-actualisation were those who had received unconditional positive regards from primary caregivers, however, Maslow concluded that to reach self-actualisation there were a hierarchy of needs that needed to be met first, while Rogers focused on obstacles and researched techniques to investigate solving these issues (Counselling Tutor, 2025)

Modern schools combine both Rogers and Maslow’s theories, creating a holistic strategy that focuses on the needs of the individual. Social and emotional learning and restorative practices are considered as foundations for academic achievement and are thought equally as important as an individual learners’ academic outcomes. Schools and other learning environments incorporate both these theories into the curriculum; skills such as empathy, self-regulation and effective communication, thus ensuring development of the learner’s whole self (Caceres, 2024).

An alternative approach to humanist theory is Behaviourism. It is a learning theory which focuses on observed behaviours being manipulated using rewards and sanctions to support the correct responses to stimuli and reinforce them. 
Two notable pioneers of Behaviourist theory were Ivan Pavlov and B.F Skinner. Both demonstrated how to influence behaviour modification by introducing a series of benefits and punishments depending on the reactions to a variety of stimuli; to understand an individual’s need for approval. Skinner’s behaviourist views, in particular theorised that an individual’s past and present environment along with how their behaviour was reinforced could be further influenced either positively or negatively by a sanctions and rewards system (Baum, 2011). Both Pavlov and Skinner’s theories have contributed greatly to how behaviour within educational establishments can be positively shaped (Pace, 2024).

To conclude, both humanist and behaviourist psychology have a place in modern educational establishments. Humanist approaches, favoured by both Maslow and Rogers provide a sense of belonging to learners. This is illustrated in the Cynefin Framework (Snowden, 1999), where leaders within educational establishments are encouraged to avoid applying a one size fits all approach and each decision made is focused around an individualised and person-centred approach to every situation as it arises; in essence actions can be tailored in context to the specific challenge at hand. Equally, utilising a behaviourist approach as part of classroom management remains of the utmost importance; how would learners understand the significance of rules and a clear structure if there were no rewards or sanctions? Applying a combination of both theories ensures educators create a balanced approach to successfully develop independent and self-motivated learners, who feel safe and valued; but are receptive to structured learning through positive reinforcement (Verma, 2024).
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