
AUTONOMY
To have a say in what

happens, make choices,
and build

independence. 

In this home we need...

ENGAGEMENT
To problem-solve, make

interesting decisions,
and interact with
others through

worthwhile tasks.

COMPETENCE
An inner sense of pride,

importance, self-
esteem, and an outer
sense of being heard

and respected.

BELONGING
To be valued by and
connected to others

through collaboration,
sharing, and caring.

FUN
To learn through play,

experience joy, and
have learning

opportunities beyond
the ordinary.

DEVELOPMENTAL
APPROPRIATENESS

The right amount of
challenge, fueled by

just enough skill to get
through the difficulty.
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AUTONOMY
"I want to have a say in what happens to me."                  
Autonomy is the need for independence; 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 with
opportunities to exercise free will.

BELONGING
“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.

COMPETENCE
"I want to feel a sense of significance, worth, and accomplishment."
For us to feel capable, we need a sense of empowerment, worthiness, and achievement.
Competence is both an inner sense of pride, importance, and self-esteem and an outer sense of
being heard and respected.

DEVELOPMENTAL APPROPRIATENESS 
"I am nurtured in my continual growth."
Learners need the right amount of challenge, fueled by just enough skill to get through the
difficulty. If children are tasked with assignments that are too far beyond where they are
developmentally or too easy, they are likely to disengage.

ENGAGEMENT
"I want to be actively involved."
Engagement can happen through play and laughter, but joyful learning also occurs when
we are creating, problem-solving, making interesting decisions, and interacting with
others through worthwhile tasks.

AN OVERVIEW OF THE ABCDEs

FUN
“I want to do something that brings me joy.”
Fun is engaging in an activity, with or without a goal in mind, because you enjoy doing it.
We learn through play, and fun is essential to our learning. You have fun when you are
smiling, feeling joyful or relaxed, laughing, and doing something outside the ordinary.

If a child is exhibiting unwanted behavior, chances are good one or several of their needs are not being met.
The ABCDEs are core needs we all have as learners. Shaping our instruction to meet these needs can help to
reduce problems in the classroom. Understanding what these needs look like when they're not met and
developing strategies to address them helps us solve problems in a student-centered way when they do arise. 
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Apply the ABCDEs at Home
Power struggles, sibling conflicts, and other unwanted behaviors are frustrating, to be sure. But they are also
forms of communication! Parents can use ABCDE to better understand what message their children’s actions are
trying to send. The full descriptions of ABCDE found on pages 11-16 of this Guidebook are as relevant in the
home as they are at school. Page 24 is a poster you can put on the fridge with a short version of each of the
ABCDEs. When a challenge arises, look at these 6 needs and consider where there might be gaps. Then look to
page 25 for ways to address them. 

Strive to create an open dialog with your child in which they learn to articulate their own needs and you are able
to do the same. Here are some examples of what that might sound like from your child’s perspective:

Child's Statement Area of Need

Every day you pick my clothes out for school but they’re not the ones I really want to
wear. I would like to be able to make my own choices about my outfits.

Autonomy

Tonight you only asked Jael about her day at school and you didn’t ask me about how
mine went. That made me feel left out. 

Belonging

This drawer is a mess and it frustrates me to not be able to find a straw when I need it.
I think I can organize it better, could I dump it out and try? 

Competence

This book is really hard for me to read but I want to know what happens next. Can you
read it out loud and I’ll follow along on the page? 

Developmental
Appropriateness

I just saw something on TV where someone made ice cream in a bag. We just need
milk and sugar and salt and ice. Can I try it?

Engagement

I know the rain canceled our picnic, but wouldn’t it be cool if we still had one with
blankets on the kitchen floor?

Fun

WAYS TO USE ABCDE WITH PARENTS

Start with Asset Framing
Before beginning to address a child’s challenges it’s vital to understand their aspirations and contributions.
Parents often know these aspects of their children inherently, but they can deepen their own understanding
by regularly asking questions and sharing what they learn with their child’s teacher so everyone is on the
same page. Consider questions like:

What were you most proud of
today?
What’s one thing you’d like to do
differently tomorrow?

What are you really good at?
What do you most like to do? 
What are you curious about
right now? 

The ABCDE of Learner Needs can also serve as an effective tool for family engagement.

What is a new skill or activity
that you would like to try?
How would you like to help out
around the house this week? 
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Need What it looks like when 
it’s not being met Ways to meet this need

Irritation when a child can’t “do it myself”
Ignoring or working around rules and
expectations
Lashing out at requests for compliance

Choices whenever possible 
Freedom to explore interests 
Opportunities to help make decisions 
Invitations to share opinions 
Space to play independently

Withdrawal from gatherings
Frustration about not being heard or
included 
Acting out to attract attention or garner a
response

Taking time to ask thoughtful questions 
Providing positive feedback and noting
contributions 
Creating opportunities for quality time together

Strong negative reaction to making
mistakes
Low self-esteem
Tendency to quit things as soon as
frustration arises

Embrace mistakes as learning opportunities 
Recognize accomplishments and reflect on
growth
Share your own experiences, as an adult
navigating challenges—let your child know about
things that are hard for you

High levels of anxiety 
Zoning out, disengaging, or struggling to
stay focused 
Outbursts and expressions of frustration
with tasks (either “too hard” or “too easy”)

Ask questions to identify what is too hard or too
easy: What is your brain and body ready to do
right now? 
Provide new experiences to grow skills

Low mood, dozing off or staring into space
Demonstrating minimal effort 
Not sharing curiosity or seeking new
experiences and opportunities to learn

Activities that engage the body and the mind
Opportunities to be spontaneous
Meaningful, hands-on projects
Conversations about the why behind tasks

Laughter or smiles are infrequent
Mood may be subdued or melancholy 
Difficulty handling uncertainty, or doing
something unfamiliar

Low-stakes games
Imaginative projects and experiences
Intentional experiences with humor (i.e. funny
movies / sharing jokes / kitchen dance parties)

Meeting your child’s needs is highly dependent on the child and the context in which the needs aren’t being met.
You know your child and you know your context better than anyone else. Therefore the suggestions below are
designed to be broad enough for you to make adjustments.

STRATEGIES FOR MEETING
CHILDREN'S NEEDS AT HOME
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