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A Critical Analysis of the Impact of Educational Environments on
Wellbeing through the Lens of Self-Determination Theory
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Abstract: This paper offers a critical analysis of how contemporary educational environments impact student well-being
through the lens of Self-Determination Theory (SDT). It argues that the neoliberal performativity culture and
high-stakes accountability systems systematically frustrate the satisfaction of three basic psychological
needs—autonomy, competence, and relatedness—thereby undermining eudaimonic well-being. The study
distinguishes hedonic from eudaimonic conceptions of well-being, incorporates the dialectical perspective of
second-wave positive psychology, and highlights teachers as key conduits of institutional pressure. Drawing
on issues of identity, belonging, and social exclusion, the paper proposes transformative pathways: shifting
from controlling to autonomy-supportive pedagogies, implementing alternative spatial practices such as
forest schools, fostering proactive resilience, and adopting a bio-psycho-social approach to well-being. It
concludes that well-being must be reconceived not as an ancillary outcome but as the foundational driver of
educational ecosystems, and that only through humanising educational environments can the apparent

trade-off between academic excellence and mental health be resolved.
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