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INTRODUCTION
This professional development module was created as part of a partnership between Students at the Center, a Jobs for the 

Future initiative, and the Connecticut Association of Public School Superintendents. Six Connecticut high school teachers 

worked closely with researcher and lead author of “Prioritizing Motivation and Engagement” in Anytime, Anywhere: 

Student-Centered Learning for Schools and Teachers, Dr. Eric Toshalis, and Jobs for the Future staff to engage in a 

learner-centered development process resulting in a PD curriculum designed to be delivered in a learner-centered manner. 

The completed PD series consists of four modules of 3-4 lesson hours each, totaling around two full days of PD.

The full professional development series includes:

 > Motivation Module

In this module, participants will explore how teacher behaviors can affect student motivation. The module includes 

an exploration of the malleability of student motivation, explores teacher best practices for motivating students, and 

compares reward/punishment or praise motivation to intrinsic motivation.

 > Engagement Module

In this module, participants will explore definitions and personal experiences with student engagement, review and 

apply research-supported strategies to increase engagement, learn to identify and evaluate engagement, and make 

adjustments to lesson plans and classroom practice to increase student engagement.

 > Self-regulation Module

In this module, participants will learn to identify and support students who struggle with self-regulation. Participants 

will leave these sessions with a teacher-generated document to bring back to the classroom and use with their 

students in support of self-regulation.

 > Student Voice Module

In this module, participants will assess how much student voice is cultivated in their school or district, identify ways to 

support and encourage student voice within the class and school, and define potential barriers to student voice.
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LEARNING OUTCOMES
At the end of this unit, participants will be able to:

 > Identify and reflect on personal, engaging learning experiences

 > Explore and discuss definitions of student engagement

 > Determine the significance of engagement in the classroom

ESSENTIAL QUESTIONS
 > What role does engagement play in the learning process?

 > Why should we prioritize engagement ahead of many competing priorities?

MATERIALS & RESOURCES
 > Overhead projector, whiteboard, or flip chart/poster paper

 > Markers

 > Scratch paper

 > Index cards

 > Copies of “Defining Engagement” handout

TOTAL TIME
 > 60-75 minutes
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WHAT ROLE DOES ENGAGEMENT PLAY  
IN THE CLASSROOM? 

LESSON 1 
By Chris Willems and Justyne Nuzzo, with Tobie Baker-Wright and Eric Toshalis
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ENGAGE: BUILDING CONNECTION AND PURPOSE

Time Facilitator Steps

15 minutes Cooperative Grouping

Before the session begins, think of how participants should be grouped. Be 

intentional. Should groupings encourage cross-department collaboration? Is there a 

new team that could use time to work professionally together? Table size should be 

four to six participants, ideally in even numbers.

Think, Pair, Share

Ask participants to reflect silently on the following prompt displayed on a screen or 

poster or board:

 > Think about a time when you felt you were really engaged as a learner. It may have 

been when you were learning to cook a new dish, challenged yourself with the 

latest fitness craze, took a graduate or undergraduate course, or taught yourself 

how to knit a scarf. Take a moment to think about this time in your life. Whatever 

your story is, be sure to detail what you did, how you pursued your interest, how 

you felt, and what was happening around you at the time that suggested you were 

engaged.

After a moment of individual reflection, ask participants to turn to a colleague and 

share experiences.

Solicit responses by asking pairs to share by discussing their experiences, and 

note aloud any overlapping themes or similarities in terms of overall engaging 

components. Record core concepts (choice, spent free time on project, sought further 

instruction, etc.) on chart paper.

Piloting 

teachers 

grouped 

participants 

in a way that got 

them working across 

departments, across 

grade levels, and 

across professions 

(e.g., counselors, school 

psychologists, and 

administrators sitting 

and working with 

teachers).

Students at 

the Center 

author Eric 

Toshalis 

explains that to engage 

students, we must be 

engaging.
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DEEPENING KNOWLEDGE

Time Facilitator Steps

15–20 

minutes

Defining Engagement

Distribute the “Definitions of Engagement” handout to participants.

Ask them to quietly read the definitions then circle one or two features they feel are 

most relevant to the idea of increasing engagement in the classroom.

Write the following prompt on the board/poster/screen, and ask:

What are researchers saying that sticks with you? You may choose elements of the 

definition that confirm your experiences or you may choose ideas that challenge what 

we normally see in classrooms, school structures, and educational systems.Direct 

table-groups to discuss the prompt.

Allow time for small group conversation before asking for key ideas for whole group 

discussion.

Display the essential questions from this lesson on a PowerPoint slide, whiteboard, or 

poster paper, and ask:

 > What role does engagement play in the learning process?

 > How does the literature reflect your and your colleagues’ engaging experiences

If conversation slows, feel free to ask follow-up questions:

 > What other priorities compete with engagement in our work? What should we do 

about those tensions?

 > What happens to our other priorities if students are not engaged?

If there’s time, do a quick full-group share-out or “popcorn” (pick just a few hands or 

respondents).
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DEEPENING KNOWLEDGE

Time Facilitator Steps

25–35 

minutes

Developing Engaging Lessons

Say: We are now going to move from discussing definition and theory to looking at 

our work in the classroom. In this exercise, we will look honestly at some of our “good 

lessons” as teachers, and also at some of our “could be better” lessons. This may feel 

risky, so let’s make certain we are being kind to ourselves and each other—everyone 

has experienced a lesson that sparked their students’ interest, and everyone has 

taught a lesson that could be more engaging. In our professional learning community, 

being open, honest, and compassionate to ourselves and others need to be the norm 

for our work together over the next few sessions.

Post a scale on the board from 1 to 10 or create one on a PowerPoint slide. Label 

the number 1 “not engaging at all” and label the number 10 “highly engaging.” Ask 

participants to write down on a piece of paper the topic or the name they give to 

the last highly engaging lesson they taught. Then have them write down next to that 

lesson what rating they’d give it on the engagement scale from 1 to 10.

Say:

Now we’re going to take this a step further.

 > What evidence do you have to support your rating?

 > If students were engaged, how do you know?

 > Were some students more engaged than others, and if so, which students?

 > Why do you think this lesson was engaging for your students?

Ask participants to take a moment to think and record their thoughts.

Then, as they discuss in small groups, encourage participants to focus on the 

evidence that supports the rating and the practices that seem to inspire engagement.

Next, briefly poll the room and record evidence and indicators on chart paper. 

Create a second chart for the practices that teachers felt created engagement in the 

classroom, and collect responses from the group.

Say: We are now going to take some risks and look at areas of our work that will help 

give ideas for professional growth.

Think of a lesson that missed its mark and resulted in less student engagement. Rate 

the lesson, based on the continuum above and reflect on the following questions.

 > How did you know students were less engaged?

 > Why do you think students were less engaged?

 > How did this lower engagement affect your learning outcomes for the day?

After a moment of independent reflection, ask participants to discuss in their small 

groups. Next, have participants share out, keeping the focus on the three guiding 

questions.

Does this 

text capture 

what you 

might 

need to say to create 

a safe space for the 

transparency asked by 

the unit? If not, what 

else might you want to 

say to your group?

If certain 

voices are 

dominating, 

ask for new 

voices to contribute or 

for participants to share 

a practice they heard 

that was inspiring.

You may 

want to have 

a slide or flip 

chart paper 

pre-printed with these 

questions.
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PROCESS AND SYNTHESIS

Time Facilitator Steps

5 minutes Exit Ticket/Closure

Hand out note cards and say:

We are not closing today on our “lesson flops.” We are going to close by using these 

experiences—our engaging and our not-so-engaging lessons—to think about how 

we will prioritize and increase student engagement in the classroom. This is an 

anonymous activity, so no names needed. On your notecard, please fill in the following 

phrase:

“I used to think . . . but now I think . . . ”

You can also record on the back of the card any questions we should discuss over the 

next few sessions together.

After participants write down the shifts in thinking they have had during the session, 

collect the cards to help frame facilitation of the next session.
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ENGAGEMENT, LESSON 1 

DEFINITIONS OF ENGAGEMENT

WHAT DOES THE RESEARCH SAY ABOUT STUDENT ENGAGEMENT?

STUDENTS AT THE CENTER DEFINITION OF ENGAGEMENT:

THE SUBDIMENSIONS OF SCHOOL ENGAGEMENT

Researchers have identified multiple subdimensions that combine in various ways to produce behaviors teachers 
would commonly recognize as engagement. These four areas are largely accepted as apt descrptors of engagement, 
although they may be named and subdivided differently. 

Academic engagement: Time on task, problems attempted, credits earned toward graduation, homework completion

Behavioral engagement: Attendance, classroom participation, question posing and question answering, extracurricular 

involvement

Cognitive engagement: Self-regulation, learning goals, perceived relevance of schoolwork to future endeavors, value of the 

knowledge or skill to be learned

Psychological engagement: Feelings of identification or belonging, relationships with teachers and peers, experience of 

autonomy

—Rebecca E. Wolfe, Adria Steinberg, & Nancy Hoffman. 2013. Anytime, Anywhere: Student-Centered Learning for Schools and Teachers. Cambridge, MA: 

Harvard Education Press

“We define engagement here as the range of activities a learner employs to generate—sometimes consciously, other times 

unconsciously—the interest, focus, and attention required to build new knowledge or skills.” —Wolfe, Steinberg, & Hoffman 2013

“Numerous studies show that higher engagement in thought, feeling, and action in the classroom are supported by the 

teacher’s ability to: deliver quality instruction; create a caring, structured learning environment; have high expectations 

of students; involve students in meaningful tasks with real-world implications; and allow students to share knowledge with 

each other.” —Michael J. Corso, Matthew J. Bundick, Russell J. Quaglia, & Dawn E. Haywood. 2013. “Where Student, Teacher, and Content Meet: Student 

Engagement in the Secondary School Classroom.” American Secondary Education. Vol. 41, No. 3.

“Student engagement does not exist in a vacuum; rather it is likely influenced by the interplay of adolescent development 

goals and the context of the high school classroom.” —Christopher A. Hafen. 2012. “The Pivotal Role of Adolescent Autonomy in Secondary 

School Classrooms.” Journal of Youth and Adolescence. Vol. 41, No. 3.

“Perhaps the best definition [of engagement] comes from the work of Phil Schlecty (1994), who says students who are 

engaged exhibit three characteristics:

1. they are attracted to their work

2. they persist in their work despite challenges and obstacles, and 

3. they take visible delight in accomplishing their work.” 

—Richard Strong, Harvey F. Silver, & Amy Robinson. 1995. “Strengthening Student Engagement. ASCD. Vol.53, No. 1. 

“Engagement consistently has been found to be a robust predictor of student performance and behavior in the classroom, 

an antidote to student alienation, and a precursor to long-term academic achievement and eventual graduation.” —Wolfe, 

Steinberg, & Hoffman 2013

“Control leads to compliance; autonomy leads to engagement.” —Daniel Pink. 2009. Drive. New York, NY: Riverhead Books. 

“It is hypothesized that the strongest predictor of change in engagement will be adolescents’ perceptions about autonomy 

within the classroom, as adolescents are particularly prone to seek out and thrive in environments where they are afforded 

structured autonomy.” —Hafen 2012
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LEARNING OUTCOMES
At the end of this unit, participants will be able to:

 > Apply research-supported strategies that will increase 

student engagement

ESSENTIAL QUESTIONS
Engagement is an essential aspect of classroom learning, 

but:

 > What does it mean to say a student is engaged?

 > What does it take for a student to become engaged?

MATERIALS & RESOURCES
 >  Flip chart or overhead projector

 > Pens, highlighters

 > Forced Choice Signage

 > Copies of the five articles (right). Be sure to have enough 

copies of all the articles for all participants—and even 

extras so participants can have “clean” copies to take 

and share.

 > 4 A’s Protocol

 > Sample Facilitators Responses 

 

 

 

 

 > Articles:

1. “Engaging Students: What I Learned Along the Way” 

Anne Wescott Dodd

2. “Strengthening Student Engagement: What Do 

Students Want (and What Really Motivates Them)?” 

Richard Strong, Harvey F. Silver, Amy Robinson.

3. “5 Ways to Make Class Discussions More Exciting” 

Rick Curwin, Edutopia

4. “Punished by Rewards? A Conversation with Alfie 

Kohn” Ron Brandt

5. “The Pivotal Role of Adolescent Autonomy in 

Secondary School Classrooms” Christopher A. 

Hafen, Joseph P. Allen, Amori Yee Mikami, Anne 

Gregory, Bridget 

TOTAL TIME
 > 70 minutes
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WHAT THE RESEARCH SAYS ABOUT ENGAGEMENT 

LESSON 2 
By Justyne Nuzzo and Chris Willems, with Tobie Baker-Wright and Eric Toshalis

http://www.ascd.org/publications/educational-leadership/sept95/vol53/num01/Engaging-Students@-What-I-Learned-Along-the-Way.aspx
http://www.ascd.org/publications/educational-leadership/sept95/vol53/num01/Strengthening-Student-Engagement@-What-Do-Students-Want.aspx
http://www.ascd.org/publications/educational-leadership/sept95/vol53/num01/Strengthening-Student-Engagement@-What-Do-Students-Want.aspx
http://www.edutopia.org/blog/make-class-discussions-more-exciting-richard-curwin
http://www.alfiekohn.org/teaching/pdf/Punished%20by%20Rewards.pdf
http://www.alfiekohn.org/teaching/pdf/Punished%20by%20Rewards.pdf
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC3385857/
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC3385857/
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ENGAGE: BUILDING CONNECTION AND PURPOSE

Time Facilitator Steps

10 minutes Cooperative Grouping

Plan in advance to group teachers randomly. Distribute numbered and lettered index 

cards and sort article and jigsaw groups by numbers then letters (For example 1A, 1B, 

1C, 1D, 2A, 2B, 2C, 2D—participants would receive a card numbered 2C, 2 referring to 

the article group, C to the jigsaw group).

Say: In Lesson 1, we explored definitions of engagement and our experiences with 

engagement in the classroom. In this lesson we will establish a shared understanding 

of engagement, grounded in research. We will use Schlechty’s four components of 

engagement to push our thinking.

Four Corners Activity

Post signs at each corner (use Forced Choice Signage) high enough for all to see 

above participants’ heads, making sure the “strongly agree” and “strongly disagree” 

signs are at opposite corners from each other.

Display ground rules for Four Corners activity and read aloud:

 > Clarifying questions and critiques are OK; personal attacks are NOT OK.

 > You must pick a corner, no standing in between.

 > Please make your choice quickly and without comment.

 > You can change corners if you hear a convincing argument or description that 

makes you change your mind.

Read statement selections from readings. After each statement is read, have people 

take a stance from strongly disagree to strongly agree. Allow time for participants to 

reflect and move to their corners.

After participants have made their selection, ask them to describe why they agree/

disagree and supply justification for their thinking.

Although there is a resource Sample Facilitators Responses, the conversation ideally 

is focused on the participants. As a facilitator, resist sharing “the correct response” 

for the statements, and allow discussion and respectful debate. That said, use the 

resource to ask thoughtful questions and “push” in case a group is stuck, or provide 

follow-up conversation.

Students at 

the Center 

author Eric 

Toshalis on 

why it’s important to 

look at engagement 

from the teacher’s side.

Provide 

each quote 

on a large 

flip sheet 

or projected large for 

everyone to see. Read 

each quote aloud.

Do as many 

quotes as 

you can in 

20 minutes 

but don’t rush if there 

is rich discussion—

participants will be 

reading all articles.

http://www.ascd.org/publications/educational-leadership/sept95/vol53/num01/Strengthening-Student-Engagement@-What-Do-Students-Want.aspx
http://www.alfiekohn.org/teaching/pdf/Punished%20by%20Rewards.pdf
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DEEPENING KNOWLEDGE

Time Facilitator Steps

40 minutes

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

15 minutes

4 A’s Protocol

Before breaking groups up, instruct them:

We are going to break up into groups and each read a short article. As you read, 

think about how you or the author would respond to a colleague’s comment such as 

“Johnny isn’t engaged because he doesn’t care about school” or “Janie is disengaged 

because she comes from a family/culture/background that doesn’t value education.”

Form five groups of 4-6 individuals using the numbers from the cards issued to 

participants when they entered. 

Each group reads one of five articles, and completes the 4 A’s protocol.

Distribute articles:

 > “Engaging Students: What I Learned Along the Way” Anne Wescott Dodd

 > “Strengthening Student Engagement: What Do Students Want (and What Really 

Motivates Them)?” Richard Strong, Harvey F. Silver, Amy Robinson

 > “5 Ways to Make Class Discussions More Exciting” Rick Curwin, Edutopia

 > “Punished by Rewards? A Conversation with Alfie Kohn” Ron Brandt

 > “The Pivotal Role of Adolescent Autonomy in Secondary School Classrooms” 

Christopher A. Hafen, Joseph P. Allen, Amori Yee Mikami, Anne Gregory, Bridget 

Hamre, Robert C. Pianta; focus on pages 7–10

Participants read their article silently, annotating with the following four questions in 

mind:

 > What assumptions does the author of the text hold?

 > What do you agree with in the text?

 > What do you disagree with in the text?

 > What parts of the text do you aspire to?

After participants read and take notes, have them debrief in groups by article. The 

groups will debrief each of the 4 As (approximately two minute per “A”) and then 

share the major take aways from the article. Finally, the group will discuss how the 

author would respond to the Johnny/Janie statement.

Next, groups will reform for a jigsaw, using the letters on the entry cards. Each 

article should be represented at every table. In the jigsaw, have participants share the 

major points of their article as it relates to student engagement.

Small and whole-group discussion

Say: Let’s return to the original prompt.

How would your author respond to a colleague’s comment “Johnny isn’t engaged 

because he doesn’t care about school” or “Janie is disengaged because she comes 

from a family/culture/background that doesn’t value education”?

Have table groups discuss for 5 minutes before opening conversation to the room.

Ask: Does exploring the research change your thinking about how you might respond 

to those comments? How would you respond?

Extension: 

Have 

participants 

role-play 

what they’d say to 

the teacher who made 

the Johnny and Janie 

statement, knowing 

that research pushes 

on deep-set practices 

and beliefs and many 

of these conversations 

can be sensitive. How 

would they convey 

information in a way 

that could be heard by 

their colleagues?

http://www.ascd.org/publications/educational-leadership/sept95/vol53/num01/Engaging-Students@-What-I-Learned-Along-the-Way.aspx
http://www.ascd.org/publications/educational-leadership/sept95/vol53/num01/Strengthening-Student-Engagement@-What-Do-Students-Want.aspx
http://www.ascd.org/publications/educational-leadership/sept95/vol53/num01/Strengthening-Student-Engagement@-What-Do-Students-Want.aspx
http://www.edutopia.org/blog/make-class-discussions-more-exciting-richard-curwin
http://www.alfiekohn.org/teaching/pdf/Punished%20by%20Rewards.pdf
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC3385857/
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PROCESS & SYNTHESIS

Time Facilitator Steps

5 minutes Closure/Assessment

Say: Pair up with a colleague. Choose one aspect of your practice that you will 

change as a result of your new learning today. Write down what you plan to do. 

Have your colleague read it, sign it, and mark a date on his/her calendar to check 

back in with you to see how it went and talk about it during lunch or a planning 

period.

Our piloting 

teachers 

extended 

this exercise 

by asking participants 

to video their shift 

and debrief it with 

their partner. They 

found this to be a rich 

activity if you have the 

time, equipment and 

professional trust to 

make it a success.
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ENGAGEMENT, LESSON 2 

FOUR CORNERS STATEMENTS

 > Teachers should “. . . modify their teaching methods and personalize assignments in ways that engage students in 

learning.”

 > I am tired of hearing that teachers are to blame for lack of engagement or the student’s unwillingness to try.

 > “. . . the more you reward someone for doing something, the less interest that person will tend to have in whatever he or 

she was rewarded to do.”

 > It feels as though teachers are supposed to have an individual assignment for every kid.

 >  Rewarding someone for doing something well is a part of our society. Incentives and consequences prepare students for 

the real world.

 > “. . . wonder, enthusiasm, and perseverance . . .” are necessary for meaningful learning.

 > High school students routinely feel disengaged in school.

 > It’s not my job to engage and entertain students. It’s their job to engage in the content.

 > I am tired of hearing that teachers are to blame for lack of engagement or the student’s unwillingness to try.

 > Using “classroom dollars” helps to motivate my students.

 > It is the student’s job to apply himself in school.

See Sample Faciliator Responses for statement attributions.
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ENGAGEMENT, LESSON 2 

SAMPLE FACILITATOR RESPONSES TO 
FOUR CORNERS STATEMENTS

Teachers should “. . . modify their teaching methods and personalize assignments in ways that engage students in 

learning.” —Anne Wescott Dodd

PARTICIPANT 
COMMENT

FACILITATOR RESPONSE

Am I supposed to have an 

assignment for every kid?

Engaging student work does not always require individualized lessons. There are a variety 

of ways to personalize lessons while retaining general objectives. Students can reinterpret 

materials using song, quizlet, or news story formats. Who can share some techniques for 

student-centered and differentiated instruction with us?

Providing students with choice in the work they will be producing or how they produce it 

is a great way to personalize instruction without taking on the task of creating individual 

lessons. For example, providing students with more than one pathway to demonstrate their 

learning can increase student engagement. How do some of you provide choice for students 

in your classroom?

It’s not my job to engage 

students. It’s their job to 

engage me and my content.

Can you talk about some of your experiences so far? How well is that approach working for 

your students? Do you take the credit when it is working really well or do you think that 

students were wholly responsible for their good engagement whenever one of your lessons 

really clicked?

“. . . wonder, enthusiasm, and perseverance . . .” are necessary for meaningful learning. —Richard Strong, Harvey F. 

Silver, & Amy Robinson

PARTICIPANT 
COMMENT

FACILITATOR RESPONSE

I am tired of having 

to take responsibility 

for my students’ lack 

of motivation or their 

unwillingness to try.

Can you think of time you were enthusiastic about learning something new? What was it 

like?

How do you try to make things interesting for students, and for yourselves, throughout the 

learning process?

“High school students routinely describe themselves as disengaged.” —Hafen et al.

PARTICIPANT 
COMMENT

FACILITATOR RESPONSE

Why is engagement 

suddenly my job? Isn’t it 

the student’s job to apply 

himself in school, to do his 

best?

Can you think of time you were enthusiastic about learning something new? What was it 

like?

How do you try to make things interesting for students, and for yourselves, throughout the 

learning process?

If students think they are 

disengaged, then they will 

be disengaged. There isn’t 

much I can do to change 

their thinking.

Engagement is a response to an environment and we are the adults primarily responsible 

for that environment. True, you cannot control social and economic forces operating outside 

the school, but you can control what happens between the bells. We have to be brave 

enough and professional enough to ask whether we are maximizing those environments and 

our lessons to create the conditions and generate the necessary engagement students need 

to be academically successful? Are we doing all we can to engage our learners? How can we 

as professionals push ourselves in our own work, in our own craft?
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ENGAGEMENT, LESSON 2 

FORCED CHOICE SIGNAGE

STRONGLY 
AGREE
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ENGAGEMENT, LESSON 2 

FORCED CHOICE SIGNAGE

AGREE
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ENGAGEMENT, LESSON 2 

FORCED CHOICE SIGNAGE

DISAGREE
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ENGAGEMENT, LESSON 2 

FORCED CHOICE SIGNAGE

STRONGLY 
DISAGREE
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MOTIVATION, LESSON 2 

4 A’S PROTOCOL

What are the absolute salient points of 
the article?

What do you agree with in the text?

Are there any sticking points to argue? What would be actions that you would 
recommend in the educational setting 
as a result of this reading?
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LEARNING OUTCOMES
At the end of this unit, participants will be able to:

 > Identify and evaluate engagement within a classroom

ESSENTIAL QUESTIONS
 > How can you tell when a learner is engaged?

 > How can you tell when a learner is disengaged?

MATERIALS & RESOURCES
 > Video projector

 > Speakers

 > Computer with Internet access

 > Graphic organizer: Pre-Film

 > Graphic organizer: During the Film

 > Self-Reflection and Observation handout

 > Index cards, self-stick notes, or scratch paper for exit-slip 

question

 > Article: “Art and Science of Teaching/Ask Yourself: Are 

Students Engaged?”

 > Film clips from The Teaching Channel

 » Strategies for Student-Centered Discussion

 » The Wingman: Engaging Reluctant Students

 » Literary Analysis Through Interactive Stations

 » Engaging Students in Direct Instruction

 » A Descriptive Writing Experience

TOTAL TIME
 > Approximately 1 hour
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EVALUATING A LEARNER’S ENGAGEMENT 

LESSON 3 
By Chris Willems and Justyne Nuzzo, with Tobie Baker-Wright and Eric Toshalis

https://www.teachingchannel.org/videos/strategies-for-student-centered-discussion?fd=1
http://www.ascd.org/publications/educational-leadership/mar13/vol70/num06/Ask-Yourself@-Are-Students-Engaged%C2%A2.aspx
http://www.ascd.org/publications/educational-leadership/mar13/vol70/num06/Ask-Yourself@-Are-Students-Engaged%C2%A2.aspx
https://www.teachingchannel.org/videos/strategies-for-student-centered-discussion?fd=1
https://www.teachingchannel.org/videos/strategies-for-engaging-students
https://www.teachingchannel.org/videos/increase-engagement-and-understanding
https://www.teachingchannel.org/videos/direct-instruction-lesson-tips?fd=1
https://www.teachingchannel.org/videos/increase-engagement-and-understanding
https://www.teachingchannel.org/videos/descriptive-writing-experience
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ENGAGE: BUILDING CONNECTION AND PURPOSE

Time Facilitator Steps

5 minutes Cooperative Grouping

Before the session begins, think of how participants should be grouped. Be 

intentional. Should groupings encourage cross-department collaboration? Is there a 

new team that could use time to work professionally together?

Think, Pair, Share

Ask participants to reflect on the following prompts and record their thoughts using 

the pre-film graphic organizer provided.

 > How do I know when students are engaged in my classroom?

 > How do I know when students are disengaged in my classroom?

Participants pair up and discuss their thoughts on engagement, focusing on the next 

prompt also on the graphic organizer:

If I were a student in my classroom, I would be able to tell that my teacher was 

working to engage me because ________.

Ask: What does thinking about engagement from students’ points of view do for us? 

What’s it like for our students to observe us engage them (rather than vice versa)?

Students at 

the Center 

author Eric 

Toshalis 

on providing the right 

context for student 

effort.
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This portion 

can easily 

be adapted 

to fit 

various time allotments 

for professional 

development. 

Facilitators should 

preview the clips 

provided and select the 

ones that will best fit 

the needs of the group. 

Other clips of engaging 

instruction can also be 

substituted.

DEEPENING KNOWLEDGE

Time Facilitator Steps

25 minutes

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Varies, 

depending 

on clips

Guided Self-Reflection

The article “Art and Science of Teaching/Ask Yourself: Are Students Engaged?” is 

concise and thought-provoking. Readers will need a short time to read and reflect on 

their personal practice as well as on Marzano’s perspective.

Distribute the article and Self-Reflection and Observation handout and have 

participants silently read the article.

Encourage participants to annotate the reading with comments, questions, and 

connections.

After reading, ask participants to complete the Self-Reflection and Observation 

Handout. Inform them that it will not be shared with the group unless volunteered.

Next, have participants break into groups of four to six, preferably by content area, 

to discuss the most provocative, most valuable, or most puzzling point made by 

Marzano.

After 2–3 minutes discussion, briefly poll groups to generate ideas, reactions, and 

questions to post on the board/poster/screen.

Ask for a volunteer at each table to share his or her experience. Have volunteers 

raise their hands so you know each table has chosen a person.

Each volunteer chooses a lesson they have given in the last two days and names that 

lesson and its basic components for the group. The volunteer then reviews each of 

the four questions on the Self-Reflection and Observation Handout aloud, pausing to 

explain his/her rating and evidence.

Once finished, the rest of the group will reflect back what they heard and how it 

relates to their own teaching. If time permits, repeat the process with another 

teacher in the group.

Say: Today we looked closer at engagement, and what it might look like from 

the perspective of students observing us. We are going to continue in the role of 

observer by watching clips of lessons, making inferences, and looking for evidence of 

engagement.

Ask participants to record their observations and notes using the graphic organizer 

provided.

After each video clip, participants discuss their thoughts referring to the prompts on 

the During the Film graphic organizer.

In planning, 

be sure 

to leave 

time for 

discussion.

http://www.ascd.org/publications/educational-leadership/mar13/vol70/num06/Ask-Yourself@-Are-Students-Engaged%C2%A2.aspx
http://www.ascd.org/publications/educational-leadership/mar13/vol70/num06/Ask-Yourself@-Are-Students-Engaged%C2%A2.aspx
https://www.teachingchannel.org/videos/strategies-for-engaging-students
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PROCESS & SYNTHESIS

Time Facilitator Steps

10 minutes Closure

Ask participants to share the most valuable engagement strategy they observed in 

the video clips.

Say: How valuable would it be to do this sort of learning observation in each 

other’s classrooms? What sort of structures, supports, and culture would back this 

work?

Next session, we will be reworking a lesson to make it more engaging. For that 

session, we are going to bring a lesson that, for whatever reason, is challenging. 

As you think about your lesson, remember, this will not be a show and tell of a 

good lesson, but “lifting up the hood and installing a turbocharger.” So bring a 

lesson that needs tuning!

Exit Slip

Before participants leave, hand out notecards and ask them to describe one thing 

they will do to increase engagement in their learning environment and/or how 

they will monitor student engagement over the next week. Give them the following 

frame:

I used to_____but now I will_____.

Ask participants to also record any new questions/push backs or concerns on the 

back of the card.  Let them know these may be shared.

Collect cards to help frame facilitation for the next session. Questions may be used 

for discussions, or help select resources to share.
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ENGAGEMENT, LESSON 3 

SELF-REFLECTION AND OBSERVATION

DIRECTIONS

Think about your current teaching practice using the following questions from Marzano’s article, “Art and Science of 

Teaching/Ask Yourself: Are Students Engaged?”

QUESTION 1: DO I PROVIDE A SAFE, CARING, AND 

INSPIRING ENVIRONMENT?

 £ All of the time

 £ Most of the time

 £ Some of the time

 £ Rarely or Never

Evidence (How do you know this?):

QUESTION 2:  DO I MAKE THINGS INTERESTING FOR 

MOST OF MY STUDENTS?

 £ All of the time

 £ Most of the time

 £ Some of the time

 £ Rarely or Never

Evidence (How do you know this?):

QUESTION 3: DO I DEMONSTRATE WHY THE 

CONTENT IS IMPORTANT, WHY WE’RE STUDYING IT, 

AND OR WHY IT IS A VALUABLE THING TO KNOW OR 

BE ABLE TO DO?

 £ All of the time

 £ Most of the time

 £ Some of the time

 £ Rarely or Never

Evidence (How do you know this?):

QUESTION 4:  DO I REINFORCE THE FACT THAT 

EFFORT IS THE KEY TO ACADEMIC SUCCESS?

 £ All of the time

 £ Most of the time

 £ Some of the time

 £ Rarely or Never

Evidence (How do you know this?):
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LEARNING OUTCOMES
At the end of this unit, participants will be able to:

 > Revise a current lesson, protocol, or practice to increase student engagement

 > Collaborate with peers to increase student engagement in a lesson, protocol, or practice

ESSENTIAL QUESTIONS
 > How can I increase engagement in my lessons?

 > What from this professional development can I implement immediately in my work?

MATERIALS & RESOURCES
 > Participants should bring a recent lesson plan

 > At least one laptop or tablet per table

 > Internet access

 > Rulers, paper, pencils

 > Chart paper

 > Markers

 > Reaction Time Activity: http://www.exploratorium.edu/baseball/reactiontime.html

TIME
 > 70-85 minutes

D
EC

EM
B

ER
 2014

CREATING ENGAGING LESSONS 

LESSON 4 
By Justyne Nuzzo and Chris Willems, with Tobie Baker-Wright and Eric Toshalis

http://www.exploratorium.edu/baseball/reactiontime.html
http://www.exploratorium.edu/baseball/reactiontime.html
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ENGAGE: BUILDING CONNECTION AND PURPOSE

Time Facilitator Steps

15 minutes Preparation: In advance of this session, ask participants to bring a lesson plan they 

would like to make more engaging.

Cooperative Grouping

Decide in advance if self-selected seating, cross subject/grade level groups, or 

homogeneous subject groups would most benefit the participants in the lesson 

review. Have participants sit in groups of four accordingly.

Open the session with a reaction time activity. If computers aren’t available, use the 

ruler activity instead to test reaction time. The Reaction Time Activity can be skipped 

if there is only an hour for the professional development session. Otherwise, there 

will not be time for critical activities.

Students at 

the Center 

author Eric 

Toshalis 

on what educators can 

learn from video games.

DEEPENING KNOWLEDGE

Time Facilitator Steps

15-20 

minutes

Say: Before we take time to revise our lessons, we will work in groups to synthesize 

some of the ideas—new and familiar—around increasing engagement in the classroom.

Provide each group with chart paper and markers and have them work to create their 

own Engaging Instructional Strategies lists.

Ask: What are strategies you can use to increase engagement in the classroom?

After completing lists in small groups, ask participants to share their ideas with the 

group.

Posted the lists around the room to serve as resources as participants revise their 

own lesson plans.

Note: If Engagement Lesson 3 was completed, participants have a graphic organizer 

where they were asked to note specific evidence they saw in the various video clips 

of student engagement and what specific actions the teacher took to inspire student 

engagement. Participants can refer to these notes for this activity.
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Have 

sample 

lessons 

in many 

subject areas available 

to fill in as needed. 

These lessons should be 

“good” but not highly 

engaging.

Amount of 

time will 

depend 

on size of 

group and how long the 

tuning session needs to 

run.

DEEPENING KNOWLEDGE

Time Facilitator Steps

15–20 

minutes

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

15–20 

minutes

Self-Reflection and Lesson Revision

Say: In these sessions, we learned much about student engagement. Now we will apply 

concepts to practice by making at least three specific changes in our own lesson plan 

to increase student engagement.

One goal is to use ideas from the prior sessions, activities, discussions, and the 

Engaging Instruction Strategies list to help participants revise their work to increase 

engagement. Remind participants of these many resources before they begin.

Participants will quietly revise the activity they brought. Be clear how much time they 

have for this quiet, independent work, considering the time needed for the tuning 

protocol and the total length of the session. Ensure there is time for the debrief, 

making the groups smaller if time is an issue.

After quiet work time, have participants share their revisions with a modified tuning 

protocol.

Tuning Protocol

Ask participants to use a stopwatch or timer on their phones in order to ensure 

everyone has a chance to present and receive feedback.

Participant Presentation of Lesson Plan: Before and After (1 minute)

A participant walks through the original lesson and discusses why he or she brought 

it to the workshop and the challenges encountered with the lesson. Next, the 

participant will share the three changes made to the lesson to increase engagement.

Warm Feedback (2 minutes)

Group participants will reinforce or call attention to aspects of the lesson they think 

are especially strong, shifts that seem effective, and highlight the parts that most 

promise to elevate student engagement. This is not about saying, “good lesson,” but 

about being descriptive and helping the presenter see value in her or his work.

Cool Feedback (2 minutess)

This is an opportunity for group participants to raise ideas to increase engagement 

that might have been overlooked, or offer helpful critiques on the lesson plan. The 

goal is to highlight ideas that might help the presenter improve her or his lesson.

Repeat protocol for each group member. If time is tight, form groups of three 

partners, keeping in mind that debriefing the lesson is important and should not be 

overlooked.

After the tuning protocol, give participants a few minutes to revise their lesson based 

on discussion and feedback.

One-to-Five

Ask: With a one (1) representing “not very” and a five (5) representing “very useful,” 

how useful was this session in meeting the outcome of revising your lesson to 

increase student engagement?

If many participants select low numbers, ask what more they need. Ideally, this could 

be addressed in future professional development, in coaching, or with individual 

follow-ups.
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PROCESS & SYNTHESIS

Time Facilitator Steps

10 minutes Closure

Say: We have spent the past four sessions looking at research and practice around 

increasing student engagement in the classroom and in our schools. Let’s revisit 

the guiding questions of the first day:

 > What role does engagement play in the learning process?

 > Why should we prioritize engagement among many competing priorities?

Allow time for open discussion.

Say: Thank you for taking the time to share your experiences and explore new 

ideas. We hope you leave our sessions together with new strategies to increase 

engagement—and understanding of the importance of doing so. Often, it doesn’t 

require adding something completely new to our workload, but shifting how we 

approach the everyday things in our classroom. We hope you continue to talk with 

each other, share ideas and challenges, experiment, take risks, and keep this work 

alive in your classrooms.

Piloting 

teachers 

suggest the 

following 

extension: Ask 

participants to share 

contact information 

with another group 

member and make 

a plan to check in 

to debrief either a) 

teaching the revised 

lesson or b) how student 

engagement has 

shifted as a result of 

adding these different 

strategies in the 

classroom. Create time 

in a future staff meeting 

for pairs to share.
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ENGAGEMENT, LESSON 4 

REACTION TIME ACTIVITY 
(ALTERNATIVE)

MATERIALS

rulers, paper, pencil

ACTIVITY

Have participants pair up.

Partner 1 makes a loose fist and places the pinky side of his or her hand on a table, with index finger and thumb open about 

two finger’s width over the edge.

Partner 2 holds a ruler in the just above the space between Partner 1’s index finger and thumb.

Without giving any indication, Partner 2 releases the ruler and Partner 1 closes his or her index and thumb on the ruler as 

quickly as possible.

How many inches/cm did the ruler fall before you caught it? Write down five trials.

Repeat with opposite roles.

Discuss the experiment with group: Was it engaging? Why? Did you want to do more trials? What was happening in this 

activity that made you want to do more?
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