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ABCDEs of Learner Needs 
  

Explore the various needs of your students or staff. Work together to think how to meet those needs. 
 

What you wil l  need: 
Time estimate: 20 minutes to complete the activity and 15-45 minutes to debrief 
  

Materials: pen, attached handout, optional projector 
 

Directions: 
1. Introduce the activity, without sharing much detail. 

2. Explain how to use the assessment sheet to score yourself - for each row, number the cluster of 
words from 1-5, with 5 being the most important to you throughout your life. You cannot give 
two clusters in the same row the same number. 

3. Allow participants to complete the assessment, then have them use the scoring key. This is 
provided as a powerpoint or as a printout. Use the key by adding together the numbers for 
each color. For example, find which clusters are marked blue and add those numbers together. 

4. Share the key that correlates color to a need. 
a. blue = autonomy 
b. red = belonging 
c. purple = competence 
d. orange = developmental appropriateness 
e. green = engagement 

5. Independently, have the participants read the descriptions of the 5 needs found on the 
explanation sheet. 

6. There are several options for debriefing this activity, depending on time and need. Some 
suggestions are listed below. 

a. Participants talk to a partner or as a whole group about their top need is met for them 
an adult. 

b. Break into groups by top need. Have them discuss how their need is met as an adult. 

c. Think about your kids in your classroom.  You have students who fit each of these 
needs.  Take a minute and write down what you already to do meet each of these 
needs. Then take one, give one by rotating through partners and sharing things from 
your list. 
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Internal Profile Assessment 
Word Clusters 

 

For each row of word clusters, assign a 5, 4, 3, 2, or 1 next to each word group.  A 5 represents the word group 
which, judging by your behavior throughout your life, is most important to you; 4 would be next, 3 next, 2 
next, and 1 would be least important to you.  You must use all five numbers in each row.  When you are 
finished, use the scoring key to determine your Internal Profile. 
 
____ family 

friends 
cooperation 

_____ achievement 
goals 
purpose 

_____ 
 

autonomy 
self-reliance 
free-will 

_____ play 
pleasure 
enjoyment 

_____ safety 
comfort 
shelter 

****************************************************************************************** 
____ independence 

space 
choices 

____ neatness 
order 
procedures 

____ relationships 
communication 
closeness 

____ laughter 
joy 
amusement 

____ growth 
strength 
control 

****************************************************************************************** 
____ games 

humor 
fun 

____ health 
caution 
security 

____ novelty 
change 
freedom 

____ feelings 
sympathy 
helping  

____ learning 
competition 
high 

standards 
****************************************************************************************** 

____ intimacy 
kindness 
warmth 

____ spontaneity 
excitement 
celebration 

____ adventure 
risk 
outdoors 

____ recognition    
being 

heard 
winning 

____ dependability 
punctuality 
responsibility 

****************************************************************************************** 
____ challenge 

skillfulness 
work 

____ understanding 
generosity 
nurturing  

____ flexibility 
travel 
liberty  

____ stability 
tradition 
investment 

____ wit 
innovation 
variety 

****************************************************************************************** 
 

      Total ________ BLUE 
      Total ________ RED 
      Total ________ PURPLE  
      Total ________ ORANGE 
      Total ________ GREEN 
 

My Internal Profile 
My Highest Basic Human Need________________________________________________ 
 
2nd_______________________________________________________________________ 
 
3rd_______________________________________________________________________ 
 
4th_______________________________________________________________________ 
 
Lowest___________________________________________________________________ (Erwin, 2004)  
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The ABCDE of Learners’ Needs 
 

A 
 

B 
 

C 
 

D 
 

E 

utonomy: “I want to have a say in what happens to me.” 
Autonomy is the need for independence and self-determination; the ability to make choices, to 
create, to explore, and to express oneself freely; to have sufficient space, to move around, and 
to feel unrestricted in determining choices and free will. To achieve this, students need 
independence, options, choices, autonomy, and liberty in both physical and psychological 
aspects. Freedom in a school setting can be as basic as getting a drink when you need it, 
walking down the hall at your own pace, or choosing partners for an activity. 
 
elonging: “I want to feel connected to and valued by those around me.” 

Belonging is our psychological need to love and care for others and to believe that we are 
loved and cared for in family relationships, friendships, and working relationships. To belong, 
we must connect with people by cooperating, caring, sharing, and being involved. In school 
settings, students need to feel accepted by classmates and adults, know they are making a 
worthwhile contribution, and feel their presence is valuable to the people in this setting who 
are important to them. To achieve this, students need to have a role that is relevant and 
important to them as an individual student, as well as to a group. Students who feel they do 
not belong are experiencing an unmet need that can extend to behavior, learning, and 
academic difficulties. 
 
ompetence: “I want to feel a sense of significance, worth, and accomplishment.” 

Competence it is defined by the need to be able, to be capable. For students to feel self-worth, 
they need a sense of empowerment, worthiness, self-efficacy, and achievement. It is an inner 
sense of achievement, accomplishment, pride, importance, and self-esteem and an outer sense 
of being heard and respected and feeling competent and attaining recognition. Competence in 
a school setting may be defined by the student's ability to make choices and be an equal 
contributor in learning. 
 

evelopmental Appropriateness: “I can only do what my brain and body are ready to do.” 

Human development research indicates that there are universal, predictable sequences of 
growth and change that occur throughout the human lifespan. These predictable changes 
occur in all domains of development – physical, emotional, social, and cognitive. Knowledge 
of typical development of learners within the age span served by the program provides a 
framework from which teachers prepare the learning environment and plan appropriate 
experiences. 
 
ngagement: “I want to have fun and be actively involved.” 

Fun is a basic need that all humans seek to meet daily, and it is “evolution’s reward for 
learning.” Fun can happen through play and laughter, but humans also derive pleasure from 
active cognitive processes such as creating, problem-solving, reasoning, decision-making, and 
evaluation. To meet the need for engagement in schools, students must be meaningfully 
engaged in learning activities through interaction with others and worthwhile tasks.
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The ABCDE of Learners’ Needs 
 

A 
 

B 
 

C 
 

D 
 

E	

utonomy: “I want to have a say in what happens to me.” 

How this need is met for adults:         

            

How this need is met for students:         

            

 

elonging: “I want to feel connected to and valued by those around me.” 

How this need is met for adults:         

            

How this need is met for students:         

            

 

ompetence: “I want to feel a sense of significance, worth, and accomplishment.” 

How this need is met for adults:         

            

How this need is met for students:         

            

 

evelopmental Appropriateness: “I can only do what my brain and body are ready to do.” 

How this need is met for adults:         

            

How this need is met for students:         

            

 

ngagement: “I want to have fun and be actively involved.” 

How this need is met for adults:         

            

How this need is met for students:         
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ABCDE’s of Student Needs - Strategies Planning Sheet 
What can you do in your classroom during the first week of school to learn about your students and begin to meet each of the 5 learner needs? 

• How can you set up your physical classroom environment to accomplish this? 
• How can your personal interactions with your students accomplish this? 

 

Learner Needs Strategies for my 
Physical Classroom Environment 

Strategies for my 
Personal Interactions 

Autonomy 
 
I want to have a say in what 
happens to me. 

  

Belonging 
 
I want to feel connected to and 
valued by those around me. 

  

Competence 
 
I want to feel a sense of 
significance, worth, and 
accomplishment. 

  

Developmental 
Appropriateness 
 
I can only do what my brain and 
body are ready to do. 

  

Engagement 
 
I want to have fun and be 
actively involved. 
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ABCDE’s of Student Needs - Strategies Planning Sheet 
What can you do in your classroom during the first week of school to learn about your students and begin to meet each of the 5 learner needs? 

• How can you set up your physical classroom environment to accomplish this? 
• How can your personal interactions with your students accomplish this? 

 

Learner Needs Strategies To Meet This Student Need 

Autonomy 
 
I want to have a say in what 
happens to me. 

 

Belonging 
 
I want to feel connected to and 
valued by those around me. 

 

Competence 
 
I want to feel a sense of 
significance, worth, and 
accomplishment. 

 

Developmental 
Appropriateness 
 
I can only do what my brain and 
body are ready to do. 

 

Engagement 
 
I want to have fun and be 
actively involved. 
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KEY 
 

family 
friends 

cooperation 

achievement 
goals 

purpose 

autonomy 
self-reliance 

free-will 

play 
pleasure 

enjoyment 

safety 
comfort 
shelter 

****************************************************************************************** 

independence 
space 

choices 

neatness 
order 

procedures 

relationships 
communication 

closeness 

laughter 
joy 

amusement 

growth 
strength 
control 

****************************************************************************************** 

games 
humor 

fun 

health 
caution 
security 

novelty 
change 

freedom 

feelings 
sympathy 
helping 

learning 
competition 

high standards 

****************************************************************************************** 

intimacy 
kindness 
warmth 

spontaneity 
excitement 
celebration 

adventure 
risk 

outdoors 

recognition 
being heard 

winning 

dependability 
punctuality 

responsibility 

****************************************************************************************** 

challenge 
skillfulness 

work 

understanding 
generosity 
nurturing 

flexibility 
travel 
liberty 

stability 
tradition 

investment 

wit 
innovation 

variety 

****************************************************************************************** 
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BLUE: Autonomy 

RED: Belonging 

PURPLE: Competence 

ORANGE: Developmental Appropriateness 

GREEN: Engagement 
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