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Choice Theory in the Classroom: William Glasser's
Revolutionary Approach to Student Engagement

Discover how William Glasser's Choice Theory can transform your classroom into a more
engaging and positive learning environment. This comprehensive guide explores the core
principles of Choice Theory and its practical applications for educators. Learn how
understanding student motivation through the lens of Glasser's work can lead to improved
classroom management, increased student responsibility, and a deeper commitment to
learning. We delve into the seven connecting habits and seven deadly habits, providing
actionable strategies to foster a supportive educational setting. Explore how Choice Theory
empowers students, shifting the focus from external control to internal motivation,
ultimately creating a more effective and rewarding experience for both teachers and
learners.
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Embracing Choice Theory in the Classroom: A
William Glasser Perspective

William Glasser's groundbreaking work on Choice Theory offers a powerful framework for
educators seeking to foster a more positive and productive learning environment. Far from
traditional approaches that often rely on external control and punishment, Choice Theory
posits that all behavior is chosen, driven by an individual's attempt to satisfy their basic
psychological needs. Understanding and applying these principles within the classroom can
fundamentally alter how teachers interact with students, manage behavior, and promote
genuine engagement with learning. This article will explore the essence of William Glasser's
Choice Theory and its profound implications for modern education.

The Core Principles of Choice Theory

At its heart, Choice Theory is a psychological theory of motivation that emphasizes internal
control. William Glasser argued that people are not driven by external forces but by a
desire to fulfill their fundamental psychological needs. These needs are universal and
innate, acting as the primary drivers of all human behavior. Recognizing this intrinsic
motivation is key to unlocking a more effective and humane approach to education, moving
away from coercive practices toward fostering autonomy and responsibility.

The Motivation Behind Behavior
Choice Theory proposes that all behavior is purposeful and is the best choice an individual
can make at any given moment to satisfy one or more of their basic needs. This perspective
shifts the focus from labeling students as "bad" or "unmotivated" to understanding the
underlying reasons for their actions. By recognizing that behavior is a conscious (though
not always fully understood) choice, educators can address the root causes rather than
simply reacting to the symptoms.

Total Behavior: The Interconnectedness of Feeling,
Thinking, and Doing
Glasser introduced the concept of "Total Behavior," which encompasses all that we do,
think, feel, and say. These four components are interconnected and influence each other.
For instance, a student feeling anxious (feeling) might choose to avoid a difficult task
(doing) and think negatively about their abilities (thinking). Understanding this interplay
allows educators to see the complexity of student actions and to intervene in ways that
address multiple facets of their experience.



Understanding Basic Human Needs According to
Glasser

William Glasser identified five basic psychological needs that are common to all humans.
These needs are not hierarchical in the traditional sense but are all essential for healthy
functioning and well-being. When these needs are not met, individuals will often exhibit
behaviors designed to try and satisfy them. In an educational setting, understanding these
needs is paramount for creating an environment where students can thrive.

The Need for Love and Belonging
This fundamental need involves feeling connected to others, being loved, and experiencing
a sense of belonging. In the classroom, this translates to fostering positive relationships
between students and teachers, as well as among peers. When students feel accepted and
valued, they are more likely to participate, cooperate, and feel secure enough to take
academic risks. A classroom community built on trust and mutual respect directly
addresses this need.

The Need for Power (Achievement and Significance)
This need is often misunderstood as a desire for dominance. Glasser, however, defined it as
the need for achievement, competence, and significance. It's about feeling capable, making
a difference, and having a sense of accomplishment. In the classroom, providing
opportunities for students to succeed, demonstrate mastery, and contribute meaningfully
to the learning community satisfies this vital need. When students feel they have a voice
and their contributions matter, their intrinsic motivation soars.

The Need for Freedom (Choice and Autonomy)
The need for freedom encompasses the desire to make choices, have autonomy, and
control one's own life. For students, this means having opportunities to make decisions
about their learning, their work, and their interactions. Allowing students to choose from a
variety of assignments, learning modalities, or even seating arrangements can significantly
increase their engagement and sense of ownership over their education. This element is
central to the effectiveness of Choice Theory in the classroom.

The Need for Fun (Enjoyment and Recreation)
Learning should be an enjoyable experience. The need for fun is about experiencing
pleasure, excitement, and playfulness. While not every moment of learning can be filled
with overt fun, incorporating elements of enjoyment, curiosity, and engagement makes the
process more sustainable and rewarding. This can involve creative activities, games, or
simply creating an atmosphere where learning is approached with enthusiasm rather than
dread.



The Need for Survival (Security and Safety)
This is the most basic need, involving physiological safety and security. In the classroom,
this means providing a physically and emotionally safe environment. Students need to feel
secure from physical harm, bullying, and emotional distress. When students feel safe and
secure, they are better able to focus on learning and meet their other psychological needs.
This foundational need underpins the successful implementation of Choice Theory.

The Concept of the "Quality World" in the
Classroom

Central to William Glasser's Choice Theory is the concept of the "Quality World." This is an
individual's internal mental picture of what they want and need to be happy and satisfied.
It's a compilation of images, people, experiences, and beliefs that bring them pleasure and
fulfillment. For educators, understanding that students are motivated by their personal
Quality Worlds, rather than solely by external rewards or punishments, is a paradigm shift.

What is the Quality World?
The Quality World is unique to each individual. It's the internal sanctuary of desires, values,
and aspirations. What one student considers high quality, another may not. For example, a
student's Quality World might include images of being praised by their teacher, achieving a
difficult goal, or having fun with friends. These internal desires powerfully influence their
choices and behaviors within the classroom.

Connecting the Quality World to Student Motivation
When teachers can connect classroom activities and expectations to what is important in a
student's Quality World, motivation naturally increases. If a student's Quality World includes
achieving success in a particular subject, then presenting that subject in a way that
facilitates success will be highly motivating. Conversely, if a student's Quality World is
focused on social interaction, then incorporating collaborative learning can tap into that
desire.

Helping Students Align Their Choices with Their Quality
World
The role of the educator, according to Choice Theory, is not to impose external control but
to help students make choices that align with their long-term Quality Worlds. This involves
guiding them to understand that certain behaviors and efforts in the classroom can lead to
fulfilling their desired outcomes. It's about empowering them to see the connection
between their actions and their aspirations, fostering a sense of agency.



The Role of Choice Theory in Classroom
Management

Traditional classroom management often relies on a system of rewards and punishments
designed to control student behavior. William Glasser's Choice Theory offers a
fundamentally different approach, viewing misbehavior not as defiance but as a chosen
strategy to meet unmet needs. By shifting to an internal control model, educators can
foster greater student responsibility and reduce the need for coercive discipline.

Moving Beyond External Control
Choice Theory advocates for moving away from "control messages" – commands,
criticisms, and threats – that create resistance and undermine intrinsic motivation. Instead,
it promotes using "connecting messages" and fostering an environment where students are
empowered to make responsible choices. This means that instead of telling a student to
stop talking, a teacher might explore why the student feels the need to talk and help them
find a more appropriate way to meet that need.

Fostering Student Responsibility and Self-Discipline
When students understand that their behavior is a choice, they are more likely to take
responsibility for it. Choice Theory empowers students by giving them agency and trusting
them to make good decisions. This, in turn, cultivates self-discipline, as students learn to
manage their behavior to achieve their desired outcomes, rather than simply complying to
avoid punishment. This internal locus of control is crucial for lifelong learning and personal
growth.

Creating a Positive and Supportive Learning
Environment
By focusing on meeting students' basic psychological needs, Choice Theory naturally
fosters a more positive and supportive classroom. When students feel loved, powerful, free,
fun, and safe, they are more likely to be engaged, cooperative, and respectful. This creates
a classroom climate where learning can flourish, free from the anxieties often associated
with external control and negative consequences.

Implementing Choice Theory: Practical Strategies
for Educators

Adopting Choice Theory in the classroom requires a conscious shift in perspective and a
willingness to experiment with new approaches. It's not about abandoning structure but
about creating a more collaborative and student-centered environment. Here are practical



strategies educators can implement to integrate William Glasser's principles effectively.

Providing Meaningful Choices
One of the most direct ways to implement Choice Theory is by offering students meaningful
choices. This can range from selecting topics for research projects to choosing how they will
demonstrate their understanding of a concept. When students have a say in their learning,
their ownership and engagement increase significantly. For example, instead of assigning a
single essay, offer options like a research paper, a presentation, a creative writing piece, or
a visual project.

Using the "Seven Connecting Habits"
William Glasser identified seven connecting habits that foster positive relationships and
build trust. Practicing these habits is fundamental to creating a Choice Theory-informed
classroom. These habits emphasize cooperation, positive communication, and respect,
creating an environment where students feel safe and valued.

Cheerfully cooperating

Offering to help and do things for others

U P L E T S

Pleasing people, being a good friend

Listening closely

Encouraging and accepting others

Trusting others

Standing by people

These habits, when consistently modeled and encouraged, build a strong foundation for
positive classroom interactions and a sense of community.

Focusing on "Wants" and "Needs"
Engage in conversations with students about what they want and what they need to learn
effectively. Help them identify how classroom activities can help them meet these wants
and needs. For instance, if a student expresses a desire for recognition (a component of the
power need), a teacher might help them see how excelling in a particular assignment can
fulfill that desire.



Collaborative Problem-Solving
When conflicts or challenges arise, involve students in finding solutions. Instead of imposing
a consequence, facilitate a discussion where students can identify the problem, brainstorm
solutions, and agree on a course of action. This approach fosters responsibility and teaches
valuable problem-solving skills.

Respecting Student Autonomy
Allow students reasonable autonomy in their learning process. This could involve setting
their own learning goals (with guidance), managing their time for assignments, or choosing
their learning partners. Respecting their autonomy signals trust and encourages them to
develop self-reliance.

The Seven Connecting Habits and Their
Classroom Impact

William Glasser emphasized that positive relationships are the cornerstone of effective
motivation and learning. His concept of the "Seven Connecting Habits" provides a practical
roadmap for educators to build these essential connections within the classroom. By
actively practicing these habits, teachers can create an environment where students feel
understood, valued, and motivated to learn.

The Importance of Cooperation and Helpfulness
Encouraging students to cheerfully cooperate and offer help to one another directly
addresses the need for love and belonging. When students engage in collaborative tasks
and support each other's learning, they build stronger relationships and a sense of
community. This also fosters a deeper understanding of the material as they explain
concepts to peers.

Building Friendships and Trust
Making an effort to be a good friend and pleasing people, within appropriate boundaries,
helps students feel more comfortable and connected to their teacher and classmates. This
also involves actively listening to students and accepting them for who they are, even when
they make mistakes. Building trust is a gradual process that requires consistency and
genuine care.

The Power of Encouragement and Acceptance
Offering encouragement and accepting others means celebrating successes,
acknowledging efforts, and understanding that everyone learns at their own pace. It



involves avoiding criticism and judgment, and instead focusing on positive reinforcement
and constructive feedback. This creates a safe space for students to take risks and learn
from their experiences.

Trust and Standing By Others
Trusting others and standing by people means believing in students' capabilities and
supporting them through challenges. It involves being reliable and demonstrating
commitment to their success. When students perceive their teachers as trustworthy allies,
they are more likely to open up, seek help, and persevere through difficulties.

The Seven Deadly Habits to Avoid in the
Classroom

Complementing the connecting habits, William Glasser also outlined "Seven Deadly Habits."
These are behaviors that teachers might inadvertently engage in, which undermine
relationships, create resistance, and hinder student motivation. Recognizing and actively
avoiding these habits is crucial for successfully implementing Choice Theory in the
classroom.

Criticizing and Complaining
Constant criticism and complaining can erode a student's self-esteem and create a
defensive attitude. When students feel constantly judged or find fault with their efforts,
they are likely to disengage. Instead, focusing on specific behaviors and offering
constructive alternatives is more effective.

Nagging and Bossing
Nagging and bossing students are forms of external control that breed resentment and a
lack of autonomy. These tactics signal a lack of trust and can lead to passive resistance.
Students are more likely to respond positively to respectful requests and opportunities to
make their own decisions.

Threatening and Punishing
While consequences are sometimes necessary, a reliance on threats and punishments can
be counterproductive. These methods focus on compliance rather than internalized
motivation and can damage the teacher-student relationship. Choice Theory encourages
addressing behavior by helping students understand the impact of their choices.



Bribing and Rewarding
While rewards can be tempting, using them excessively can diminish intrinsic motivation.
When students are constantly motivated by external rewards, they may lose interest in the
activity itself. The goal is to help students find inherent satisfaction in learning, not just in
the prize.

Blaming and Criticizing
Similar to criticizing, blaming students for their failures or shortcomings can be
demotivating. Instead of assigning blame, focus on understanding the situation and
collaboratively finding solutions. This approach fosters a growth mindset and encourages
students to take ownership of their learning journey.

Demeaning and Name-Calling
Any form of demeaning or name-calling is highly damaging to a student's sense of worth
and belonging. These actions create a toxic learning environment and are antithetical to
the principles of Choice Theory. Educators must always maintain a professional and
respectful demeanor.

Controlling Others with Guilt
Using guilt to manipulate or control students' behavior is a detrimental practice. This can
lead to feelings of shame and resentment, damaging the student's self-perception and their
relationship with the teacher. Choice Theory promotes genuine connection and
understanding, not emotional coercion.

Fostering Student Responsibility and Self-
Regulation

A core outcome of implementing Choice Theory in the classroom is the development of
greater student responsibility and self-regulation. When students are empowered to make
choices and understand the consequences, they learn to manage their own behavior and
learning processes more effectively. This shift from external control to internal motivation is
a hallmark of Glasser's approach.

Empowering Students to Manage Their Behavior
Choice Theory reframes behavior management by placing the locus of control within the
student. Instead of teachers constantly monitoring and correcting, students are encouraged
to self-monitor and make choices that align with classroom expectations and their own
goals. This fosters a sense of agency and ownership over their actions.



Developing Internal Motivation for Learning
By connecting classroom activities to students' basic psychological needs and their Quality
Worlds, educators can cultivate intrinsic motivation. When students learn for the sake of
understanding, personal growth, or the sheer enjoyment of the subject matter, their
engagement is deeper and more sustainable than when driven by external rewards or the
avoidance of punishment.

Teaching Self-Correction and Reflection
Choice Theory encourages students to reflect on their choices and their impact. Teachers
can facilitate this by asking guiding questions such as, "What could you have done
differently?" or "How did that choice affect your learning?" This promotes a process of self-
correction and helps students develop metacognitive skills.

Choice Theory and Positive Reinforcement

While Choice Theory moves away from traditional reward-and-punishment systems, it does
not dismiss the importance of positive reinforcement. However, the emphasis shifts from
external rewards to acknowledging and reinforcing behaviors that stem from internal
motivation and contribute to meeting basic needs. It's about celebrating effort, progress,
and responsible choices that align with a student's Quality World.

Reinforcing Responsible Choices
Instead of rewarding a task completion with a sticker, a teacher might positively reinforce a
student who demonstrates perseverance, collaboration, or a willingness to take on a
challenging task. This reinforcement comes in the form of verbal praise, a nod of approval,
or acknowledging their effort, which validates their internal drive and helps them see the
connection between their actions and positive outcomes.

Focusing on Effort and Progress, Not Just Outcomes
Choice Theory encourages educators to acknowledge and reinforce the effort and progress
students make, rather than solely focusing on the final product. This is particularly
important for students who may struggle. Recognizing their dedication and improvement
fosters a sense of accomplishment and reinforces their commitment to learning, aligning
with their need for power and achievement.

The Power of Positive Feedback
Specific and genuine positive feedback is a powerful tool in Choice Theory. When teachers
provide feedback that is sincere and relates to the student's efforts and choices, it



reinforces positive behaviors. For example, saying "I noticed how you patiently helped your
classmate understand that problem; that shows great friendship" is far more effective than
a generic "good job."

Overcoming Challenges in Implementing Choice
Theory

While the principles of Choice Theory are compelling, transitioning to this approach can
present challenges for educators and institutions accustomed to more traditional methods.
Understanding these potential hurdles and having strategies to address them is key to
successful implementation.

Resistance from Students and Parents
Some students may be resistant to increased responsibility, having become accustomed to
external direction. Similarly, parents who are used to a disciplinary system of rewards and
punishments may question a teacher's approach. Clear communication with both students
and parents about the philosophy and benefits of Choice Theory is essential.

Time Constraints and Curriculum Demands
Implementing Choice Theory often requires more upfront time for building relationships and
facilitating student-led problem-solving. Educators may feel pressure to cover extensive
curricula, making it seem difficult to allocate time for these relational aspects. However, the
long-term benefits of increased engagement and responsibility can ultimately lead to more
efficient learning.

Shifting Teacher Mindset and Habits
Perhaps the most significant challenge is the personal shift required for educators to move
from a controlling stance to a supportive and facilitative one. It requires conscious effort to
unlearn old habits and embrace new ways of interacting with students, focusing on
connection and choice rather than compliance.

Addressing Persistent Behavior Issues
While Choice Theory aims to reduce disruptive behavior by meeting needs, some students
may continue to exhibit challenging behaviors. In these instances, it's crucial to remember
that Choice Theory is not about permissiveness but about understanding the underlying
needs and helping students make better choices. Consistent application of the principles,
coupled with individual support, is key.



Conclusion: The Lasting Impact of Choice Theory
in Education

William Glasser's Choice Theory offers a profound and transformative perspective on
education, shifting the focus from external control to internal motivation. By understanding
that all behavior is a choice aimed at fulfilling basic psychological needs – love and
belonging, power, freedom, fun, and survival – educators can create classrooms that foster
greater student engagement, responsibility, and overall well-being. The principles of Choice
Theory, including the cultivation of the "Quality World" and the practice of the "Seven
Connecting Habits," empower students to become active participants in their learning
journeys. While implementing this approach may present challenges, the reward is a more
positive, supportive, and effective learning environment that equips students with the skills
and motivation for lifelong success.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the core principle of Choice Theory in William
Glasser's educational approach?
The core principle of Choice Theory in the classroom is that all behavior is chosen by
individuals to satisfy their basic psychological needs. Teachers help students understand
their choices and the consequences, empowering them to make more effective ones.

How does Choice Theory differ from traditional reward
and punishment systems in schools?
Choice Theory emphasizes internal motivation and self-regulation, whereas traditional
systems often rely on external motivators (rewards) and deterrents (punishments). Glasser
believed these external controls are ineffective and can damage relationships.

What are the five basic psychological needs according
to Choice Theory?
The five basic psychological needs are: Love and Belonging, Power (Competence and
Achievement), Freedom (Choice and Independence), Fun (Enjoyment), and Survival
(Security and Safety).

How can teachers apply the concept of 'belonging' to
foster a positive classroom environment using Choice
Theory?
Teachers can foster belonging by creating a collaborative and supportive environment
where students feel valued, respected, and connected to their peers and the teacher. This
involves building positive relationships and encouraging teamwork.



What is 'Total Behavior' in the context of Choice Theory
and how does it relate to classroom management?
Total Behavior is the sum of what we do (acting, thinking, feeling, and physiology). In the
classroom, teachers using Choice Theory help students understand that their behavior
(acting, thinking, feeling) is a choice, even if the feelings are uncomfortable, and that these
choices impact their learning and relationships.

How does Glasser's Choice Theory address student
misbehavior?
Instead of punishing misbehavior, Choice Theory encourages teachers to help students
understand the unmet needs driving their choices. The focus shifts to problem-solving and
helping students identify more effective behaviors that will satisfy their needs positively.

What role does 'Quality World' play in Choice Theory in
the classroom?
A student's 'Quality World' is their internal mental picture of what they want and need.
Teachers can help students align their classroom actions with their Quality World, making
learning more engaging and relevant by understanding what motivates them and what they
value.

How can teachers empower students with Choice
Theory to develop self-discipline?
By teaching students that they control their own behavior and the consequences of their
choices, teachers help them develop self-discipline. This involves guiding them to make
responsible decisions that lead to desired outcomes and satisfy their needs constructively.

What is the impact of Glasser's Choice Theory on
student-teacher relationships?
Choice Theory aims to build positive, cooperative relationships between teachers and
students. By focusing on understanding and meeting needs rather than controlling
behavior, teachers can foster trust and respect, leading to stronger and more productive
relationships.

Additional Resources
Here are 9 book titles related to choice theory in the classroom, drawing from the
foundational work of William Glasser and its applications:

1. Schools Without Failure by William Glasser
This seminal work by Glasser introduces the core principles of his Reality Therapy and its
application to education. He argues that traditional schooling often leads to failure by



focusing on external control and punishment. Glasser proposes a system built on positive
relationships, student choice, and a focus on personal responsibility to foster a more
effective and engaging learning environment.

2. Choice Theory: A Key to All Your Relationships by William Glasser
While not exclusively about the classroom, this book provides the foundational
psychological framework for choice theory. Glasser explains the basic human needs for
belonging, power, freedom, and fun, and how these needs drive our behavior.
Understanding these needs is crucial for educators seeking to build positive relationships
and empower students within the school setting.

3. The Glasser Schoenbaum Model for Schools: Improving Student Behavior and Academic
Performance by William Glasser and Bob L. Schoenbaum
This book offers a more practical, step-by-step guide for implementing Glasser's ideas in
schools. It details strategies for creating a supportive school culture, managing behavior
through choice, and fostering student engagement. The authors provide concrete examples
and actionable advice for educators looking to transform their classrooms.

4. Quality School: The Core Principles of the Glasser Method by William Glasser
Glasser elaborates on his vision for a "Quality School" where students are intrinsically
motivated and actively involved in their learning. He emphasizes the importance of
collaboration, problem-solving, and a curriculum that meets students' needs. This book
provides a comprehensive overview of the principles that underpin successful
implementation of choice theory in an educational context.

5. The Power of Choice in the Classroom: A Guide for Teachers by Thomas W. Gordon (and
adapted by others)
Although Gordon's work predates and influenced Glasser, his Parent Effectiveness Training
(P.E.T.) and Teacher Effectiveness Training (T.E.T.) share significant overlap with choice
theory's emphasis on communication and relationships. This book, or adaptations of
Gordon's principles, often explores how empowering students with choices, active listening,
and conflict resolution skills can dramatically improve classroom dynamics and learning. It
focuses on moving away from authoritarian control towards collaborative problem-solving.

6. Discipline with Dignity: The Best Approach for a Classroom That Works by Allen N.
Mendler
Mendler's work, while not strictly "choice theory," aligns with its spirit by advocating for a
positive and respectful approach to classroom management. He emphasizes building
positive relationships, teaching self-discipline, and empowering students to make better
choices. The book provides strategies for addressing misbehavior in ways that preserve
student dignity and promote learning.

7. Motivating Students: Engaging the Mind, Nurturing the Soul by Dr. David R. Johnson
This book delves into the psychological drivers of motivation, many of which are directly
addressed by choice theory. Johnson highlights the importance of providing autonomy,
competence, and relatedness for students to be intrinsically motivated. His strategies often
involve giving students agency over their learning, fostering a sense of belonging, and
encouraging them to develop their skills.

8. The Practice of Choice Theory in the Classroom: A Teacher's Journey by Mary Margaret
Peterson



This book offers a narrative and practical account of a teacher's experience applying choice
theory in a real-world classroom. It details the challenges and successes encountered while
shifting from traditional management techniques to a choice-based approach. The author
shares specific lesson plans, classroom management strategies, and reflections on how
choice theory can transform student engagement and behavior.

9. Creating the Win-Win Classroom: Building Positive Relationships and Effective Behavior
Management by Dr. Jane Nelsen (Positive Discipline author)
Jane Nelsen's Positive Discipline philosophy, while not a direct translation of Glasser's work,
is deeply aligned with its core tenets. Nelsen emphasizes teaching children self-discipline,
responsibility, and problem-solving skills through methods that are both kind and firm. Her
approach encourages teachers to foster a sense of belonging and significance for students,
promoting cooperation and intrinsic motivation through choices and respectful interaction.
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