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The Educational Needs of “Ordinary” Students 
when Confronted with Specific Challenges – 

The (Un)Lost Thread in the Work of a Teacher

Abstract:  The  text focuses on the needs of younger schoolchildren and the conditions for 
meeting those needs. The analysis examined the division of needs in the field of education, 
where groups of students with problems were assigned specific and special needs, and special 
educational measures were directed at them to support their development and meet their needs. 
A group of students emerges, referred to as “ordinary,” who are not covered by such supportive 
measures. A  review was conducted of the cognitive needs that naturally become dominant 
in students when they start school, and ways of meeting those needs in a  school setting.
Keywords:  needs, special and specific educational needs, early childhood education, 
meeting needs.

Introduction

The needs and well-being of students have been an important topic of pedagogical 
discussions for some time. There is a number of reasons for this situation, including 
the increasing percentage of students requiring special educational support 
and assistance from teachers, parents, and sometimes specialists; the growing 
scope of professional pedagogical and psychological diagnosis; and a  change in 
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the perceived and assessed potential of students. It  is impossible to ignore the 
importance of raising awareness among educators about the principles of positive 
psychology, which emphasize the significance of well-being for the learning 
process and of an optimal environment for the proper functioning of students at 
school. The  proponents of positive psychology view the main goal of education 
as supporting individual development, based on recognition of an individual’s 
potential for growth, intellectual resources, social dispositions, and fulfillment of 
needs (Csikszentmihalyi, 1996; Seligman, 2004, 2011; Peterson, 2006). Meeting 
students’ needs should be a  constitutive element of the educational process, 
stimulating developmental changes in all areas of the student’s life. School as an 
institution and the teachers who work there should, by definition, create conditions 
conducive to meeting the developmental and educational needs of students.

Needs – an Overview of Theoretical Approaches

Need is a  term understood in two senses: “objective – as something external 
to the body or a  feature thereof, the presence or absence of which affects the 
improvement of the body’s well-being and functioning, and subjective – as an 
internal state of the body, which feels a  certain lack or excess resulting from 
a disturbance of the optimum state of life” (Kaczorowski, Encyklopedia PWN [PWN 
Encyclopedia], vol. 3, 2006, p.  28).  The concept of “need” can be interpreted 
in a  number of ways. Informally, a  need is understood as a  form of satisfying 
one’s desires and goals current at a given moment and age. It  is the adoption of 
a certain form of motivational activity consisting in determining specific behavior 
in order to achieve the intended success, thereby satisfying the needs of the 
individual. In psychology, the term “need” has been defined in three different areas 
of meaning: a state of deficiency, a motivational state, and a condition for action 
(Kielar, 1992). The  author of the systemic concept of needs, Tomasz Kocowski 
(1982, p.  64), said: “The need of a  person pursuing a  specific goal is every 
internal or external condition of that goal that can be objectively determined.” 

Needs accompany people at all stages of life, regardless of the situation 
or place in which they find themselves (Lelito, 2022). The  differences in the 
interpretation of the concept of “need” do not contradict the fact that people 
share universal needs, yet differ in terms of individual needs. Universal needs 
are common to the human race and include physiological needs, the need for 
safety, interpersonal connection, and personal growth – regardless of age, gender, 
position, social status, or marital status. Whereas, individual needs emphasize the 
uniqueness of a  person, their individuality, and are the basis for distinguishing 
diverse needs, including educational needs. It  is worth emphasizing certain 
characteristics of needs – their unobservability, hypothetical nature, and the fact 
that their existence is associated with subjective feelings, while their fulfillment 
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takes the form of objective activities performed  by the subject. Satisfying needs 
does not cause human activity to cease, as new needs take the place of those 
already satisfied. In  turn, failure to meet needs can lead to developmental 
disorders in individuals.

The diversity of human needs allows for a variety of classifications. Literature 
suggests that specific categories of needs have separate mechanisms for their 
perception, expression, and fulfillment. In  other words, people have their own 
individual reactions to specific needs, and these reactions determine the body’s 
ultimate “response” to a particular stimulus or situation (Reykowski, 1970).

Abraham Maslow (2009) argued that individuals first seek to satisfy the 
needs at the lower levels of the pyramid before focusing on those higher up. 
The  development and well-being of individuals depend on the degree to which 
their specific needs are met at various levels of their hierarchy. Once basic needs 
are met, attention will turn to more complex ones.

Karol Obuchowski’s concept (2000) assumes that needs are met  by setting 
a specific goal for their fulfillment. These unmet needs become a source of tension 
and cause feelings of discomfort. The  goal can be pursued in different ways, at 
different times, and in different orders, depending on the importance assigned 
to it  by the individual. Obuchowski claimed that in this process, the correct 
interpretation of signals, one’s own needs and desires, is of key importance.

An interesting approach to needs and their significance in education is 
presented  by the authors of the theory of self-determination, motivation, and 
needs (Self Determination Theory – SDT) by Edward L. Deci and Richard M. Ryan 
(Deci, Ryan, 1996, 2000; Tokarz, 2005; Uszyńska-Jarmoc, 2007; Kozłowski, 
2012; Głoskowska-Sołdatow, 2016). In  one of their subtheories – the theory of 
basic needs (Basic Psychological Needs Theory – BPNT), the authors defined the 
relationships between three psychological needs: autonomy (will and control over 
actions, the ability to make independent decisions), the need for competence 
(having an impact on one’s immediate environment), and relationships with 
others (the desire to be with others and a sense of belonging to a group) and the 
type of action regulation. Failure to meet these needs has a  negative impact on 
an individual’s well-being and can also hinder development processes. E. Deci and 
R. Ryan believe that needs are innate characteristics of an individual and manifest 
themselves in their psychological functioning. The authors define needs as “innate 
tendencies that are a fundamental condition for psychological integration and well-
being” (2000, p. 229). They also emphasize that meeting needs requires social support.

The Emergence, Expression, and Fulfillment of Needs

The process of needs formation is quite complex. A  dynamic system is created, 
consisting of intertwining and mutually influencing motifs of action. Whether 
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a  need will be brought to the fore and become dominant depends on various 
factors (Ciechomska, Ciechomski, 2019). Various internal and external factors 
influence the fulfillment of needs. Internal factors include temperamental factors, 
the current state of need satisfaction, the dynamics of development, and the timing 
and course of normative developmental crises. External factors, on the other 
hand, are related to a person’s functioning in the family, culture and community, 
among others. These determinants give rise to a  need (Brzezińska, 2014). 
The combination of these factors is different for everyone, and therefore the needs 
of an individual can be described as sui generis.

The variable interaction of factors responsible for the dynamics of development, 
such as the structure and state of satisfaction of needs and the circumstances of 
developmental crises, actually determines the emergence and manifestation of 
individual needs. Two processes influence the dynamics of this situation. The first 
concerns the maturation of the body and the emergence of new developmental 
needs. This process is associated with the occurrence of a  structural crisis, which 
causes a  reorganization in the structure of needs – from their differentiation to 
the integration of this structure according to new principles. Inherent in it is the 
emergence of conflict between newly revealed needs and the structure of needs 
formed, in the previous stage of development. The crisis has resulted in the need 
to improve operational strategies in order to meet needs. A  functional crisis is 
the second process that is closely related to the solution of a  development task. 
At  this stage, it is necessary to develop a  way of functioning of the personality 
structure adapted to the new requirements imposed  by the social environment 
(Sęk, Brzezińska, 2010; Brzezińska, Jabłoński, Ziółkowska, 2014).

The structure of needs that will emerge as a  result of the structural crisis 
is subject to verification. It  takes place in conditions characteristic of a  child’s 
functioning. Thus, in the first part of each new developmental phase, a  person 
undergoes internal changes and learns to recognize, identify, and name their new 
needs, and in the second part, they learn to satisfy these needs while taking 
into account the rules prevailing in their social environment (Smykowski, 2009). 
Therefore, feeling specific needs is inextricably linked to the development of the 
individual, and this makes it necessary to fulfill them and seek new strategies to 
satisfy them.

The needs of younger school-age children are unique and differ significantly 
from those of adults and older children. Emotional, social, cognitive, and physical 
needs come to the fore. The  fulfillment of needs for safety, love, acceptance, 
and opportunities for discovery and learning through play is considered the basis 
for a  child’s proper development, regardless of whether the behaviors observed 
in the student are within the norm, deviate from it, or indicate a  risk of social 
maladjustment.

The fulfillment of needs is linked to the phenomenon of individualization 
of the ways in which they are satisfied – this requires people to fulfill different 
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conditions, use different skills, and apply different techniques. Three factors 
influence the course of individualization: 1) concretization – each need is 
satisfied in a  specific way, and over time the individual learns how to optimize 
the fulfillment of their needs); 2) mentalization – this is the awareness of the 
individual’s participation in the concretization of the satisfaction of needs and 
the feeling that the person is satisfying a  need at that moment; 3) socialization 
– taking into account the ways of satisfying needs typical for a  given culture, 
subordinating the fulfillment of needs to certain cultural values (Obuchowski, 
1983, 2000).

Educational Needs and Their Variations

Early school age is a  special period in a  child’s life. The  type and place of 
educational influence changes, and the child moves on from kindergarten to the 
next stage of their education. As Vygotsky emphasizes (source: Wygodska, 2002) 
it is a  turning point, also known as a critical period. School becomes a place for 
recognizing, communicating, and meeting needs. Satisfying these needs involves 
achieving specific goals: short-term, medium-term, and long-term (Begier, Fidera, 
2014). It  is at this point that changes in the child’s personality can be observed. 
Spontaneous actions are lost, giving rise to the differentiation of the internal and 
external sides of the child’s personality, which means that as the pupil develops, 
they discover mechanisms for controlling and regulating their behavior, thanks 
to which it becomes increasingly conscious and deliberate. This also applies to 
children’s activity in the sphere of needs – they are more often able to manifest 
them, verbalize them, or take action to satisfy them.

It is characteristic for preschool and early school-age children to show 
differences in development in particular areas. This is a natural phenomenon and 
often the cause of special educational needs. “These individual human needs, 
shaped both by individual, unique life experiences and by universal developmental 
changes determined  by the interaction of biological and social factors, are what 
we call specific” (Brzezińska et  al., 2014, p. 40).

Children differ from one another not only in terms of their developmental 
path and timeline. Sometimes, children/students may exhibit deficiencies (deficits) 
or talents, special abilities (surpluses) – these are the basis for identifying special 
educational needs. They relate to the somatic, mental, and social spheres. 
There are numerous classifications of special educational needs, covering a  wide 
range of specific difficulties resulting from: structural or functional deficits and 
dysfunctions, various types of disabilities, chronic illnesses, specific learning 
difficulties, as well as behavioral and emotional disorders that can lead to 
social maladjustment. This group also includes the needs of students with high 
intellectual potential who function in an environment that is not suited to the 
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child’s abilities (understimulation or overload) (Brzezińska et  al., 2014; Krauze- 
-Sikorska et al., 2020). 

The multitude of sources and causes of specific and special educational needs 
requires a thorough, professional diagnosis, the creation of a program for working 
with the child/student, and the appropriate conditions for its implementation. 
The methods and forms of individual teaching and educational activities addressed 
to a specific student require careful consideration. These deficits and surpluses will 
naturally be the source of a  multitude of individual needs. On  the other hand, 
under unfavorable external conditions, they can cause numerous difficulties that 
a person will face in subsequent stages of their life. Consequently, such a person 
will be characterized  by “special educational needs,” or more accurately: “the 
need for special education in certain areas” (Brzezińska, Jabłoński, Ziółkowska, 
2014, p. 46).

Analyzing the above considerations regarding types of needs, or following 
the path of elimination, it can be concluded that needs which are not specific, 
resulting from the individual course (rhythm and pace) of development, and 
special, i.e., characteristic of students distinguished  by particular characteristics 
and related problems, are “simply” educational needs. Adopting the current 
approach, i.e., linking needs to the problems of specific groups of students, it 
should be noted that educational needs concern those students who have not 
been identified as having deficiencies or surpluses and who are not covered  by 
specific educational measures aimed at providing support. Their development is 
harmonious, and they are not burdened by various types of biological dysfunctions 
or socially conditioned problems. They also do not reveal their abilities or talents. 
They start school because they want to learn and acquire new skills among their 
peers. Neither they nor their parents have any special expectations of the school 
or the teacher. These students can be called “ordinary.” However, the following 
questions come to mind: What about their educational needs? Are they not being 
overlooked by schools (as institutions) and teachers?

Educational needs are consistent with the nature of the child and internally 
stimulate them to develop and make full use of their resources. However, it is 
worth noting some characteristics of needs:
	—	 needs are diverse – they appear at different times in children’s lives, and vary 

in scope and how they are met,
	—	 the fulfillment of needs is possible thanks to the child’s own activity,
	—	 certain external conditions must be met in order for needs to be satisfied,
	—	 the conditions and manner in which needs are met shape their content,
	—	 needs may arise repeatedly,
	—	 the emergence of a specific need depends on the situation in which the child 

finds themselves, or on the characteristics of their social and educational 
environment,

	—	 needs change with age, and their emergence depends on other needs,
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	—	 the fulfillment of needs gives the child a  sense of well-being and triggers 
complex processes of motivation to learn and act” (Głoskowska, 2023, 
pp. 208–209).
B. Trochimiak (2015) sees the term educational needs as the necessity to 

apply solutions that are expected to bring benefits to students’ education. These 
may be material needs, which are mostly common to all students (e.g., the need 
for well-lit classrooms, ergonomic classroom equipment, computers), as well as 
non-material needs (e.g., improving memory or fact association). There are also 
individual educational needs – the need to wear glasses (material) or participate 
in remedial classes (immaterial) (Trochimiak, 2015).

As  children begin their school careers at a  younger age, cognitive needs 
naturally begin to dominate their needs. Maria Kielar (1992) defines cognitive 
need as a  process involving the acquisition, processing, and use of information 
in order to achieve specific results. In  her opinion, it is necessary to examine 
and differentiate cognitive needs in greater detail in order to better understand 
what specific circumstances and factors influence a child’s cognitive development. 
These may include curiosity, creativity, intellectual abilities, scientific interests, and 
cognitive skills. Even in early stages the child notices, hears, remembers, and 
understands what may be useful in the future. The  higher the stage of human 
development, the more needs drive cognitive activity, the broader their scope, and 
the more intense they are (Przybilińska, 2017). Before starting school, students 
have personal intellectual educational needs, but they do not know how to fulfill 
them, so they hope that these needs will be met at school (Trochimiak, 2015).

M. Kielar (1992) proposed a set of needs that constitute the cognitive needs 
of preschool children. An analysis of these findings suggests that they also apply 
to early childhood education students, who are undergoing further development of 
cognitive needs related to their perception of the world. The content of the needs 
identified by the author can be updated and reinterpreted, taking into account the 
characteristics of the development of children in early school age. Here are the 
identified sub-needs. The  need to explore – refers to the natural inclination to 
discover, investigate, and understand the surrounding world. It is initiated by new 
stimuli and situations. The  development of his need for exploration stimulates 
and directs his research activity. At  a  younger school age, children require less 
and less help from adults. By satisfying this need, the child acquires material for 
creating images and concepts. The need for labeling is related to giving names 
to objects, situations, processes, and phenomena. The  child signals that they 
know them and can assign them to a  specific category. Labeling is not limited 
to names; over time, other symbolic systems appear, which the child becomes 
familiar with and tries to use, including pictographic, informational, and warning 
signs. Mastering reading and writing expands labeling possibilities. The need for 
novelty – is an expression of a  deeper understanding of one’s surroundings and 
reality, and is associated with an intense curiosity about the world, leading to new 
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discoveries. When searching for something new, a  child experiences for the first 
time a  sense of inconsistency between what they know about reality and what 
they are currently discovering. The  acquisition of knowledge is possible thanks 
to the process of adaptation, which takes place through assimilation (fitting new 
information into existing cognitive structures) and accommodation (taking into 
account the attributes of assimilated elements), which enable the creation of a self-
regulating mechanism ensuring effective interactions with the environment. This 
feeling prompts them to continue searching, and thus the need for novelty implies 
the emergence of the need for exploration (Piaget, 2005; Kielar, 1992). The need 
for familiarity – consists in performing actions in order to consolidate them, or in 
returning to actions in order to verify the possibility of producing specific effects, 
which forms the basis for detecting the permanence of things, their repeatability. 
Familiar things give us a sense of safety and make the world easier to understand. 
Requests to repeat something or perform an action according to a familiar pattern 
reinforce the child’s knowledge. This allows them to build a better picture of the 
world and a  sense of awareness of your intellect. The need to ask questions is 
manifested in the fact that children use questions to establish contact with the 
outside world. Asking questions allows for the development of cognitive functions. 
Regardless of the child’s age, questions will arise, their depth and complexity will 
change, and this need will increasingly be fulfilled internally: the individual asks 
questions and seeks answers to them on their own. The need for a world image 
– is manifested  by performing activities such as exploring, knowing, imitating, 
experimenting, asking, listening, which allow the child to create their image of 
the world. It is a world created through the eyes of a child’s imagination. The role 
of an adult in building an image of the world together with a  child boils down 
to organizing situations that encourage the child to learn about a  phenomenon 
and helping the child organize their experiences. Organizing knowledge about the 
world can be done around concepts related to the basic attributes of matter, such 
as time, space, causality, and number. Reflections on time are linked to issues such 
as movement, travel, duration, life, development, and death. The  child touches 
upon these issues by observing the variability of natural phenomena. Issues related 
to space include directions, places and their characteristics, as well as the objects 
that fill individual spaces. Addressing causality leads to focusing attention on the 
conditions under which various phenomena occur and the possibility of predicting 
them. In  turn, understanding numbers means understanding the multiplicity and 
value of phenomena, what is common and what is unique (Kielar, 1992).

An interesting set of sub-needs arose as a  result of the operationalization of 
the need for knowledge, which was carried out by M. Karski in connection with his 
research, distinguishing the following needs: the need for acquiring knowledge, the 
need for developing knowledge, the need for sharing knowledge, the need for being 
up to date, the need for satisfying curiosity about the world, the need for acquiring 
information, and the need for sharing information (Kozłowska et  al., 2014).
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For  the successful development of students and the fulfillment of the above-
mentioned needs, it is necessary to create the right atmosphere in the classroom, 
one dominated by a  sense of security, autonomy, kindness, and trust.

Meeting Needs in the School Setting

The special and specific needs of children must be diagnosed in order for them 
to be properly met. This is usually the case – their diagnosis and monitoring are 
part of the activities related to working with students with SEN. Psychological 
and pedagogical documentation, known as Multidisciplinary School Function 
Assessment (MSFA), Individual Education and Therapy Program (IETP), 
and Individual Education Programs (IEPs), form the basis for corrective and 
compensatory measures and remedial classes tailored to the specific, individual 
needs of the student. A  range of solutions for gifted students is also available. 

The needs of “ordinary” students are not covered by such procedures. Practice 
shows that teachers feel a  heavy responsibility for the results of their work with 
children who have various learning difficulties and are focused on giving them 
special attention. This may result in the needs of other students being overlooked 
or even ignored. What is intended to meet the needs of “ordinary” students is the 
basic content offered in class. No attempts at individualization, no differentiation 
in the time needed to complete tasks, no opportunities for students to make 
choices – these are classes designed for the average student. Paradoxically, this 
situation can help students develop independence and accelerate the process of 
taking responsibility for their own learning.

In a school setting, a child can only learn effectively when their needs are met. 
As  Anna Brzezińska states, meeting students’ needs is linked to the willingness 
shown by teachers. It  should be understood as sensitivity to changes in a  child’s 
development and taking action to create conditions, procedures, requirements, and 
educational tasks that are appropriate to the needs of children. This should be 
achieved by pursuing objectives divided into three categories: institutional, group, 
and individual. The first of these are defined in the core curriculum and educational 
programs. It is assumed that they will be achieved by all students participating in 
the educational process. The  second category – group goals – concerns activities 
undertaken within departments or classes, meaning that interactions take place 
within the microsystem created by the team. Individual goals, on the other hand, 
are personal in nature and relate to specific children (they do not have to coincide 
with the goals discussed earlier). The  optimal educational situation would be to 
achieve individual goals in addition to institutional and group ones (Brzezinska 
et al., 2014).

Assuming that students in grades 1–3, due to the peculiarities of development 
characteristic of the younger school age, are at different stages of development, 
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then individualized educational interaction is necessary. This is possible when an 
adult can recognize two types of needs: current and future. The  first ones are 
related to the fulfillment of developmental tasks resulting from the biological 
clock (maturation of the body) and social factors (cultural context). The  second 
group consists of future needs (for the next stage), which are a  prerequisite 
for the child’s continued healthy development. Accurate recognition of a  child’s 
needs builds skills that allow them to gain experience independently (Jabłoński, 
Wojciechowska, 2013; Brzezińska, 2015).

It is worth remembering that supporting a  child’s development is not just 
about meeting their needs or creating the conditions for them to be met. It  is 
also crucial to model ways of satisfying them (Baltes, 1997). In  this context, 
importance is attached to prevention and early intervention, which are an 
integral part of supporting child development. Recognizing signs of behavioral 
and emotional difficulties allows for appropriate support measures to be taken, 
thereby reducing the risk of more serious problems arising in subsequent stages of 
education. Prevention implemented at the early school education stage promotes 
the development of social and emotional skills, which form the foundation for 
further education and social adaptation, while timely intervention enables the 
correction of undesirable behaviors, the strengthening of the child’s resources, and 
the development of their potential. This approach, consistent with the principles 
of creative rehabilitation, allows us to focus on the individual’s potential rather 
than solely on their deficits, which helps to reduce stigmatization and facilitates 
the process of social adaptation. (Konopczyński, 2007).

Postulates in Lieu of a Summary

The teacher’s attitude and simple teaching and organizational solutions are 
conducive to meeting the needs of students in grades 1–3:
	—	 Building an atmosphere of safety, trust, and openness in the classroom.
	—	 Building close relationships between teachers and students and among students.
	—	 Teacher sensitivity to students’ current and future needs.
	—	 Identifying areas requiring support.
	—	 Emphasizing potential and strengths rather than focusing solely on deficits 

(reducing stigmatization).
	—	 Supporting the student rather than directing their learning process.
	—	 Developing students’ learning skills.
	—	 Relying on students’ internal motivation in the learning process.
	—	 Assessing students’ work fairly and providing them with supportive feedback.
	—	 Creating opportunities to help and receive support from other students.
	—	 Stimulating students’ intellectual curiosity and encouraging them to satisfy it 

independently.
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	—	 Promoting student autonomy by creating space for students to be independent.
	—	 Creating opportunities for mutual learning among students, group work, and 

teamwork.
Making the above the basis for the educational activities of early school 

education teachers will create conditions for meeting the specific, special, and all 
other needs typical of early childhood students.
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