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William Glasser Choice Theory In The
Classroom

Introduction: Rethinking Classroom Management
Through a New Lens

For  decades,  traditional  classroom  management  has  relied  on  external
control—rewards,  punishments,  and  strict  compliance.  Yet  many  educators  find  that
these  methods  only  create  short-term  obedience  while  failing  to  foster  genuine
motivation  or  deep  learning.  Enter  William  Glasser  Choice  Theory  In  The
Classroom, a transformative framework that shifts the focus from controlling students
to empowering them. Based on the work of psychiatrist William Glasser, this approach
suggests  that  all  human  behavior  is  driven  by  the  need  to  satisfy  five  basic  genetic
needs.  When  applied  to  education,  William  Glasser  Choice  Theory  In  The
Classroom  offers  teachers  a  powerful  way  to  build  relationships,  reduce  behavior
problems,  and  inspire  students  to  take  ownership  of  their  learning.

Glasser’s ideas, first outlined in his 1969 book Schools Without Failure and later refined
in  Choice  Theory  in  the Classroom  (1998),  challenge the notion  that  students  are
passive recipients of knowledge. Instead, they are active choice-makers who learn best
when their psychological needs are met. This article explores the core principles of
William Glasser Choice Theory In The Classroom, provides practical strategies for
implementation, and explains why this student-centered philosophy is more relevant
than ever in today’s diverse classrooms.

What Is William Glasser’s Choice Theory?

At  its  heart,  Choice  Theory  is  a  psychological  model  that  explains  how  and  why
individuals behave. Glasser argued that we are not motivated by external forces—such
as threats or  bribes—but by our internal  desire to fulfill  five basic  needs.  These needs
are universal and drive every decision we make, including how students behave in
school.

The Five Basic Needs of Choice Theory

Survival – The need for food, shelter, safety, and physical well-being. In the1.
classroom, this translates to a safe, comfortable environment.
Love and Belonging – The need for connection, friendship, and being part of a2.
group. Students thrive when they feel accepted by peers and teachers.
Power – The need for competence, achievement, and a sense of control. Students3.
want to feel capable and have a say in their own learning.
Freedom – The need for autonomy, independence, and the ability to make4.
choices. Rigid structures can feel oppressive, whereas choice encourages



engagement.
Fun – The need for enjoyment, learning, and pleasure. Play and curiosity are5.
natural drivers of exploration.

According to Glasser, behavior is always the best attempt to meet these needs. When a
student misbehaves, it is not because they are “bad,” but because they are trying to
satisfy  an  unmet  need—often  for  belonging,  power,  or  freedom.  William Glasser
Choice Theory In The Classroom asks teachers to look beyond the behavior and
address the underlying need.

Applying Choice Theory to the Classroom
Environment

Implementing  William  Glasser  Choice  Theory  In  The  Classroom  begins  with
redesigning the learning environment and the teacher’s role. The goal is to create a
“quality world” for  students—a mental  picture of  what they want their  educational
experience to be. When the classroom aligns with that vision, students feel intrinsically
motivated to participate.

From Boss Management to Lead Management

Glasser distinguished between two management styles: boss management and lead
management.  Boss management relies on external control: the teacher sets rules,
assigns  tasks,  and  uses  rewards  or  punishments.  In  contrast,  lead  management
involves:

Collaborating with students to set expectations.
Listening to student concerns and suggestions.
Focusing on quality work rather than mere compliance.
Encouraging self-evaluation and reflection.
Building warm, respectful relationships.

A lead teacher does not force students to learn; instead, they create conditions that
make learning attractive. This is a central tenet of William Glasser Choice Theory In
The Classroom: you cannot make anyone do anything against their will. You can only
provide an environment where they choose to engage.

Meeting the Need for Belonging

Glasser emphasized that belonging is  one of  the most powerful  needs in a school
setting. Students who feel isolated or rejected are far more likely to act out or withdraw.
To foster belonging, teachers can:

Conduct morning meetings or circles where students share thoughts.
Use cooperative learning structures that require teamwork.
Celebrate diverse backgrounds and perspectives.
Address bullying and exclusion promptly and compassionately.

When students know they are valued members of the classroom community, they are
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more willing to cooperate and take academic risks.

Empowering Students with Choice

One  of  the  most  direct  applications  of  William Glasser  Choice  Theory  In  The
Classroom  is  offering meaningful  choices.  This  does not  mean a free-for-all;  it  means
providing options within a structured framework. Examples include:

Letting students choose between writing a report, creating a poster, or giving a
presentation.
Allowing students to select their own reading materials.
Giving students input on classroom rules and consequences.
Offering flexible seating arrangements.
Permitting students to choose their work partners (within reason).

Choice directly addresses the needs for power and freedom. When students have a
voice, they are less likely to rebel and more likely to invest effort.

Practical Strategies for Implementing Glasser’s
Ideas

Teachers who adopt William Glasser Choice Theory In The Classroom often start
with small changes that accumulate into a transformed classroom culture. Below are
several actionable strategies.

1. Conduct a Needs Assessment

At the beginning of the term, ask students what makes them feel safe, connected,
capable, autonomous, and happy in school. Use a simple survey or a class discussion.
Use the results to shape your classroom practices. This shows students that their needs
matter.

2. Replace Rewards and Punishments with Problem-Solving

Traditional discipline often relies on external consequences. Glasser argued that these
do not teach responsibility. Instead, when a behavior issue arises, use a choice theory
approach: help the student identify the unmet need and brainstorm alternative ways to
meet it without harming others. For example, if a student is talking during a lecture, the
need might be for belonging or power. The teacher can invite the student to lead a small
group discussion or take on a helper role.

3. Use Class Meetings for Collaborative Decision-Making

Regular class meetings are a hallmark of William Glasser Choice Theory In The
Classroom. These meetings allow students to discuss problems, propose solutions, and
reflect  on  their  progress.  The  teacher  acts  as  a  facilitator,  not  a  judge.  Over  time,
students  learn  to  take  responsibility  for  their  own  behavior  and  support  each  other.



4. Focus on Quality, Not Just Quantity

Glasser believed that students naturally want to do quality work when they feel their
needs are met.  Instead of  assigning endless worksheets,  create projects that have
personal meaning. Encourage students to revise and improve their work until they are
proud of it. This taps into the need for power and competence.

5. Build Strong Teacher-Student Relationships

Nothing  replaces  the  human  connection.  Teachers  who  know  their  students  as
individuals—their interests, struggles, and strengths—can better understand what drives
their behavior. Simple practices like greeting students at the door, asking about their
weekend, and showing genuine curiosity go a long way.

Benefits of Using Choice Theory in Education

Research  and  practitioner  reports  have  identified  multiple  positive  outcomes  when
William  Glasser  Choice  Theory  In  The  Classroom  is  consistently  applied.

Reduced Discipline Problems

When students feel heard and respected, they are less likely to act out. Many schools
that  have  adopted  Glasser’s  methods  report  significant  drops  in  office  referrals  and
suspensions. Students learn to self-regulate because they understand the root causes of
their behaviors.

Increased Intrinsic Motivation

External rewards (stickers, grades, prizes) often kill curiosity. Choice theory fosters an
internal drive to learn because the learning environment meets students’ psychological
needs. Students become more interested in mastering content than in earning a reward.

Improved Academic Performance

Although choice theory is not a direct academic curriculum, classrooms that use it often
see gains in student achievement. When students are engaged and taking ownership,
they put forth more effort and persist longer through challenges.

Enhanced Social-Emotional Skills

Students learn empathy, negotiation, and self-reflection. They practice articulating their
needs and respecting the needs of others—skills that are crucial for life beyond school.

Challenges and Considerations

While William Glasser Choice Theory In The Classroom  offers many benefits,  it  is
not without challenges. Some teachers struggle with the shift from a controlling role to a
facilitating role. Others work in schools with rigid policies that contradict the philosophy.
Common obstacles include:
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Time constraints: Building relationships and conducting class meetings takes
time that feels scarce in a packed curriculum.
Resistance from administrators or parents: Some stakeholders expect strict
discipline and may view choice theory as too permissive.
Misapplication: Implementing choice theory poorly, such as offering
meaningless choices or avoiding necessary boundaries, can lead to chaos.

To overcome these, teachers are encouraged to start small, seek support from like-
minded  colleagues,  and  communicate  the  rationale  to  parents  and  administrators.
Glasser himself emphasized that choice theory is not about permissiveness; it is about
responsibility within a structured framework.

Conclusion: A Vision for the Modern Classroom

William  Glasser’s  Choice  Theory  offers  a  profound  shift  in  how  we  view  teaching,
learning, and discipline. Instead of asking, “How can I control my students?” it asks,
“How can I create an environment where students want to learn?” By addressing the
five  basic  needs—survival,  belonging,  power,  freedom,  and  fun—teachers  can  unlock
genuine engagement and reduce disruptive behavior. William Glasser Choice Theory
In  The  Classroom  is  not  a  quick  fix,  but  a  long-term  investment  in  building  a
community of self-motivated, responsible learners. As education continues to evolve
toward more student-centered models, Glasser’s insights remain as relevant as ever,
reminding us that the most powerful motivator is the human drive to fulfill our deepest
needs.


