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Abstract
This action research project studied the impact specific engagement strategies had on
student academic performance. We conducted this project in two ninthgrade English classes in
a suburban high school and two eighthgrade Spanish classes in a suburban middle school both
of which were located in a midwestern metropolitan area. During the study, students
participated in a variety of engagement strategies aimed at promoting academic excellence: 1)
challenge and competition, 2) cooperation and connection, 3) curiosity and controversy, and 4)
choice and creativity. The data  provided by course grades, student feedback, student
observations, and teacher reflections  showed students were more engaged after implementing
specific strategies. Students enjoyed their classes more, paid more attention, tried harder,
wanted to learn more, and found the class more meaningful. Future research regarding specific
strategies, student profiles, time of day, subject content, and difficulty of the curriculum is
recommended to provide additional insight on learning.
Keywords: engagement, instructional strategies, student achievement
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By Hollywood standards, a great teacher is someone who can take a group of
unmotivated, detached, and apathetic students and transform them into new and improved
pupils who are driven, inspired, and hardworking. This fictional teacher faces a mountain of
obstacles, but through persistence and magic can inspire his or her students to reach their true
potential. In reality, many good teachers have the expertise to plan solid lessons and the finesse
to manage classroom behavior in ways that produce average results: students are polite, do their
work, earn credit, and move on to the next level of coursework. Great teachers, on the other
hand, devise lessons that push students to higher levels of achievement. What exactly is the
magical component that gives students the motivation to move beyond passive compliance to
deep and meaningful learning?
After ten years of teaching, we have noticed that disengaged students often receive
many behavioral and instructional interventions but are still unable to meet basic proficiency
standards. Other students reach basic proficiency quickly but have little desire or motivation to
move beyond the basics to higher levels of learning. Our goal as educators is to strive for
academic excellence  not just behavioral compliance  for our students. Our research aimed to
answer this question: what effect will the use of engagement strategies have on student academic
performance in eighthgrade Spanish and ninthgrade English courses?
We conducted our research project in two ninthgrade English classes in a suburban
high school and two eighthgrade Spanish classes in a suburban middle school both of which
were located in a midwestern metropolitan area. Fortyfive ninth graders ranging in age from
fourteenfifteen participated in English classes taught in the morning between the hours of
7:25 am and 9:24 am. Of those students, fourteen received special education services; eleven

ENGAGING ALL STUDENTS

4

students received English Language (EL) services, and no students received special
accommodations or modifications due to a 504 educational plan. Twentyfive students were
female, and twenty students were male. The group was made up of students from a range of
races/ethnicities: two students were Asian or Pacific Islander, fifteen students were Black or
African American, twelve students were White, twelve students were Hispanic, and four
students identified as two or more races/ethnicities. Forty percent of the overall school
population qualified for free or reduced lunch at the time of this study.
There were also 48 eighthgrade students participating in the study in a Spanish
classroom. We held Spanish classes in the morning between the hours of 7:35 am and 9:20 am.
Of those 48 students ranging from thirteen to fourteen years of age, eighteen were students were
male, and thirty students were female. Thirtytwo students were White, six were Black or
African American, one was Hispanic, six were Asian or Pacific Islander, one was American
Indian, and two students identified as two or more races/ethnicities. While the majority of
students in these two classes did not receive any individual support, one student received special
education services, and five students received special accommodations or modifications due to
a 504 educational plan. These students attend a middle school where 28% of the overall
population receive free or reducedprice lunch at the time of this study.
Review of Literature
Defining Engagement
The concept of engagement is difficult to define. In the literature, researchers have
conceded it is tough to agree upon one particular meaning. Silver and Perini (2010) stated that
“even the research on engagement shows a kind of conceptual slipperiness, as terms like
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participation, attention, interest, and ontask behavior all seem to float interchangeably
throughout the literature” (p. 4). Much of the difficulty in defining the term lies in the fact that it
has both internal and external components. For students to learn, teachers want them to have
both a connection and a commitment to the work. But engagement seems to be even bigger
than that. YazzieMintz (2010) explained that “engagement can best be understood as a
relationship: between the student and school community, the student and school adults, the
student and peers, the student and instruction, and the student and curriculum” (p. 1). This
broad definition of engagement provides a big picture meaning of the term but is not particularly
useful for identifying engagement in the classroom. Schlechty (2011), a leading researcher on
engagement, defined engagement by saying that students who are engaged appear to be
committed, persistent, and focused. The combination of those three features  Schlechty (2011)
claimed  lead to deeper, more meaningful learning. The question is: how do teachers know if
those traits are present in each student?
Because the idea of engagement is so complicated, researchers have also attempted to
identify categories of engagement that address its many characteristics. The research team of
Yonezawa, Jones, and Joselowsky (2009) explained that “the past decade has provided a
wealth of research on engagement. But much of the early engagement research incorporated
definitions of engagement from one of three categories: behavioral, cognitive, and emotional” (p.
195). Other researchers focused on the same three categories using similar terminology to
describe the types of engagement. YazzieMintz (2010) used the terms
cognitive/intellectual/academic engagement, social/behavioral/participatory engagement, and
emotional engagement. In this case, cognitive/intellectual/academic engagement was defined as
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engagement of the mind, social/behavioral/participatory engagement as engagement of the life of
the school, and emotional engagement as engagement of the heart (YazzieMintz, 2010).
Similarly, Conner and Pope (2013) referred to the three areas as affective, behavioral, and
cognitive engagement. In their research, Conner and Pope (2013) defined affective engagement
as “experiencing interest and enjoyment, behavioral engagement as working hard and exerting
mental effort, and cognitive engagement as valuing and caring about the work” (p. 1429). In
slight contrast, Jablon and Wilkinson (2006) divided engagement into only two categories:
psychological and behavioral. Psychological engagement describes students who display
genuine curiosity and enjoyment while learning, whereas behavioral engagement includes
features like concentration, investment, enthusiasm, and effort (Jablon & Wilkinson, 2006).
These categories provide teachers with more specific traits for observation, but the question
remains: how do teachers know whether or not a student is engaged?
In a further attempt to answer the question, Schlechty (2011), Silver and Perini (2010)
and Conner and Pope (2013) used another approach  creating hierarchies or levels of
engagement. Schlechty (2011) maintained that there are five types of engagement in
classrooms: engagement, strategic compliance, ritual compliance, retreatism, and rebellion.
According to Schlechty (2011), engagement must be the goal for meaningful learning to take
place because both strategic and ritual compliance lead to superficial learning while retreatism
and rebellion often result in little or no learning at all. Like Schlechty (2011), Silver and Perini
(2010) attempted to label the levels of engagement using six types: deep engagement,
engagement, active compliance, passive compliance, periodic compliance, and resistance.
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These levels are similar to Schlechty’s (2011) five types and provide the same help for teachers
in that they differentiate among engagement, compliance, and disengagement.
Conner and Pope (2013) combined the ideas of categories and levels put forth by
researchers to create their own list of types. They claimed that by considering that there are
three components and each component is either present or not present, then there are really
seven different types of engagement (Conner & Pope, 2013). Conner and Pope (2013)
provided a typology chart for engagement to help teachers identify seven types of engagement in
learners along with a checklist (Appendix A) that shows what those students may need to
become fully engaged. It is important for educators to understand the components of
engagement to adjust their curriculum and instruction to meet students’ needs, and Conner and
Pope’s (2013) combination of theories is most helpful in answering the question of how teachers
know that students are engaged.
Why Engagement Matters
According to Silver and Perini (2010), engaging classrooms lead to student success and
academically engaged students learn more and at a deeper level for retention. Silver and Perini
(2010) claimed that engaging classrooms lead to higher student achievement. Also, the same
researchers found that teachers who create more engaging lessons experience fewer or almost
no behavioral problems in their classrooms (Silver & Perini, 2010).
Unfortunately, according to Conner and Pope (2013) student engagement is rare in high
school classrooms (as cited in Shernoff, 2010). Conner and Pope (2013) suggested that “40 to
60 percent of high school students are chronically disengaged; they are inattentive, exert little
effort, do not complete tasks, and claim to be bored” (p. 1427). This disengagement is more
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apparent with older students than with younger students (Jablon & Wilkinson, 2006). Jablon
and Wilkinson (2006) argued that early elementaryaged students do not experience the same
kind of boredom and inattentiveness as their older peers, and that disengagement increases as
children move from elementary to middle school to high school  beginning as early as third
grade (as cited in Brewster & Fager, 2000). By the time students reach high school, their low
levels of engagement lead to greater and greater issues, often resulting in the highest form of
disengagement  dropping out of school (Jablon & Wilkinson, 2006). According to Dudley
(2010), “disengagement from school is a worldwide problem, with dropout rates increasing in
many countries” (p. 18). While not all teachers work with students with this level of
disengagement, dropout rates are a clear indication that schools are not engaging children in the
way that is needed.
There are many reasons for and causes of disengagement. Since 2006, the High School
Survey of Student Engagement (2010) has collected responses from over 350,000 high school
students who claim to be bored because the material is not interesting to them, is not relevant to
their lives, is not challenging enough, or is too demanding; other students feel they do not have
enough interaction with their teachers and peers (YazzieMintz, 2010). Conner and Pope
(2013) claimed that 81% of students explained that they were bored because of the material,
while 35% wanted more interpersonal interaction, and another 33% felt that the assignments
were not challenging enough. While many schools and teachers have tried to remedy student
boredom by introducing technology tools, some research shows that “students have a tendency
to use technology as a form of retreatism in the classroom without giving much thought to the
potential consequences of their actions” (La Roche & Flanigan, 2013, p. 52). Additionally, the
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researchers found that when they asked students to voice their preferences, most students said
they were most likely to ask questions and participate appropriately in a lowtech environment
with fewer distractions (La Roche & Flanigan, 2013).
Though many students have reasons that motivate them to attend school, those reasons
are not enough to keep all students engaged in classrooms where lessons are not welldesigned
(YazzieMintz, 2010). The question, why do students go to school, is posed in YazzieMintz’
(2010) research. According to YazzieMintz (2010), responses from students and teachers fell
into three broad categories. For some students, an academic purpose was the primary
motivation; these students felt it was important to graduate from high school to pursue college or
a career (YazzieMintz, 2010). A second response was a social purpose; some students mainly
wanted to be with their friends and caring adults (YazzieMintz, 2010). The last group of
students cited family as their motivation for attending school, because they felt as though they
owed it to their parents to attend school and meet family expectations for education
(YazzieMintz, 2010).
Once these students arrive at school, however, that initial motivation to participate may
not be compelling enough to elicit high levels of engagement in the classroom, because as they
sit in classes that are not welldesigned to be engaging and relevant, these students quickly find
themselves bored and unmotivated to learn at a meaningful level (YazzieMintz, 2010). For
some students, this leads to compliance and for others, it leads to retreatism and rebellion
(Schlechty, 2011). Though educators want to focus on fixing the behavior of disengaged
students, the current research on student engagement indicates that the real solution to
disengagement lies in the design and delivery of classroom curriculum (Schlechty, 2011).
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La Roche and Flanigan (2013) emphasized that “if a student is not meaningfully
engaged, then the professor is not doing a good job” (p, 52). La Roche and Flanigan (2013)
also contended it is up to educators to recognize opportunities to choose more engaging
materials and to create more engaging lessons that address the types of disengagement they
observe in their classrooms. Likewise, Silver and Perini (2010) asserted that if teachers do not
create lessons that foster students’ commitment to learning, then teachers cannot possibly
expect those students to be active learners who master the material at a deep or meaningful
level. This same sentiment was echoed by Conner and Pope (2013). They urge educators to
interact more with students, choose relevant material, and create challenging lessons in order to
provide “effective antidotes to the prevalence of disengagement in secondary school” (Conner
& Pope, 2013, p. 1427). Clearly, it is important for teachers to observe their students carefully
so that they can reflect and revise their curriculum to meet the needs of the particular children
sitting in front of them each year (La Roche & Flanigan, 2013; Conner & Pope, 2013; Silver &
Perini, 2010).
Engaging Students
Silver and Perini (2010) claimed that students are powered by four types of engaging
activities: 1) challenge and competition, 2) cooperation and connection, 3) curiosity and
controversy, and 4) choice and creativity. This entire list is referred to as the 8 Cs (Silver &
Perini, 2010). By providing students with a variety of experiences that spark these drives,
teachers can create classroom environments that are more engaging for all students (Silver &
Perini, 2010).

ENGAGING ALL STUDENTS

11

Mastery drives some students. These students tend to enjoy tasks that allow them to
develop new skills and to show what they know, and classroom work that emphasizes
competition and challenge is likely to engage these students (Silver and Perini, 2010). Other
researchers also acknowledged the importance of challenge and competition for student
engagement (Dudley, 2010; Delisle, 2012; Jablon & Wilkinson, 2006; Wiggins & McTighe,
2007). Dudley (2010) stated that appropriate challenges promote deeper learning of new
information and lead to better retention of knowledge (as cited in Wiggins & McTighe, 2007).
Dudley (2010) also claimed that when students experience difficulty in their learning, they are
forced to build their knowledge and find creative solutions to their problems. Delisle (2012)
cited complexity as one of his five types of engagement strategies, arguing that when students 
especially gifted students  view the work as too easy, they become disinterested and do not
engage. Providing appropriate challenge and competition is just one way to boost engagement
and help students understand at a deeper level (Silver & Perini, 2010).
Interpersonal work drives other students because they thrive on interaction and feeling
valued by others (Silver & Perini, 2010). These students are likely to engage in work that feels
relevant and worthwhile because it connects to their own experiences. Activities and tasks that
focus on cooperation and connections appeal to the interpersonal drive (Silver & Perini, 2010).
Affiliation is one of the ten qualities of engaging work as laid out by Schlechty (2011).
Schlechty’s (2011) research showed that students need to feel connected to both the curriculum
and their peers to participate in the learning. Both Maday (2008) and Fink (2007) encouraged
teachers to create realworld, relevant, and authentic tasks that make learning more purposeful
for teenagers. Jablon and Wilkinson (2006) listed collaboration and group interaction as two of
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the most important characteristics of engaging experiences. In addition, Kaufman et. al. (2008)
suggest that as part of a brainbased approach, teachers need to focus on the importance of the
social brain and “exploit opportunities for cooperative learning” (p. 53). Not surprisingly, when
researchers ask students about the types of activities they enjoy most, the majority are based in
interpersonal work (YazzieMintz, 2010). According to YazzieMintz (2010) high school
students most preferred three types of activities: discussion/debate, group projects, and role
playing. The research is clear that students need to be able to make personal connections to
their peers and the curriculum and be given the opportunity to recognize that there is realworld
relevance to what they are learning (Silver & Perini, 2010; Schlechty, 2011; Maday, 2008;
Fink, 2007; Kaufman et. al., 2008; YazzieMintz, 2010).
Silver and Perini’s (2010) work showed that in addition to mastery and interpersonal
work, students are driven by a need for understanding; they love to make sense of big
questions, puzzles and gaps in logic, so teachers who want to stimulate this drive can focus on
curiosity and controversy. Teenagers, in particular, enjoy participating in conversations around
controversial issues and questions that require them to analyze gray areas in an argument (Silver
and Perini, 2010). This kind of thinking provides novelty and variety that increase engagement
(Schlechty, 2011). Puzzles and challenging questions tap into students’ intrinsic motivation,
which leads to less compliance and higher levels of engagement (Schlechty, 2011). According to
Jablon and Wilkinson (2006), “Psychologically, engaged learners are intrinsically motivated by
curiosity, interest, and enjoyment, and are likely to want to achieve their own intellectual or
personal goals” (pg. 12). While we cannot build every lesson around controversy, teachers
should still strive to include topics that connect to student’s interests and concerns in lessons and
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units (Maday, 2008). By keeping the concepts of curiosity and controversy in mind, teachers
can create lessons and units that motivate students to engage in deeper learning and more
complex thought (Silver & Perini, 2010; Schlechty, 2011; Jablon & Wilkinson, 2006; Maday,
2008).
Lastly, selfexpression motivates some students. Many students  especially teenagers 
long to be seen as unique individuals and thrive in situations where they are allowed to “express
those kernels within themselves that belong to them and no one else” (Silver and Perini, 2010,
p. 8). Teachers can best foster the need for selfexpression by creating lessons with choice and
creativity in mind. In much of the research, experts point to choice as a key component of
engaging curriculum (Jablon & Wilkinson, 2006; Maday, 2008; Wiggins & McTighe, 2007;
Delisle, 2012; Dooner, 2010; Yonezawa, Jones, & Joselowsky, 2009). Dudley (2010)
encouraged teachers to allow for student choice and personalization in their daily lessons and
overarching units (as cited in Wiggins & McTighe, 2007). Similarly, Delisle (2012) stressed the
importance of choice in motivating gifted students who often lose interest in onesizefitsall
work. It is also crucial that teachers pay attention to the kinds of choices they provide in class.
Dooner (2010) prompted teachers to reflect upon this question: “Are you giving them choices
that are relatively superficial, or are you allowing them to make substantive choices that convey
to students that you understand and respect the different ways they learn” (p. 35). Teachers
who allow students the space to make real choices provide opportunities to learn and show
their learning through innovation and imagination. Yonezawa, Jones, and Joselowsky (2009)
insisted that engagement “has to do with students’ feelings of competence and mastery in a
social context, as well as their sense that the context will offer relationships that support and
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value their unique selves” (p. 201). Honoring the individual identity of each student is a
powerful way to increase student achievement.
Conclusion
The literature does not suggest one clear path to engagement; however research
provides a multitude of ways that teachers can address the different types of disengagement they
see in their classrooms (Conner & Pope, 2013; Delisle, 2012; Dudley, 2010; Fink, 2007;
Jablon & Wilkinson, 2006; Kaufman et. al., 2008; Maday, 2008; Silver & Perini, 2010). It is
incumbent on teachers to observe the students in their classes to determine students’ levels of
engagement. They must also recognize the types of engagement that are happening in their
classrooms and find ways to spark other forms of engagement that may be lacking. While there
is no single strategy or approach that will engage all students, it is clear that “more interactive
teaching, coupled with more relevant and rigorous curricula, might be effective antidotes to the
prevalence of disengagement in secondary school” (Conner & Pope, 2013, p. 1427). It is up
to all teachers to find the right combination of strategies for the students sitting in their particular
classrooms. In the next section, we will explain the method used to carry out our research and
to collect information.
Description of the Research Process and Methodology
We began our study by collecting background data about and from students. Using
transcripts, we determined our students’ previous academic achievement in Spanish or English
coursework. Each teacher created a spreadsheet listing the students’ names and the previous
one to two semesters of grades in similar courses, depending on the availability of data. The
student achievement information helped each of us identify three students who were most at risk

ENGAGING ALL STUDENTS

15

for disengagement based on their poor grades in previous English or Spanish courses. We
selected students with the lowest average previous grades and in the case that more than three
students emerged in that category, we used our initial observation of students to determine the
three students to observe most carefully. Once we identified those select students, daily
observations checklists (see Appendix B) were completed for each student throughout the
study.
After collecting background data, we gathered the first set of information from students.
All students completed the first preferences feedback form in which they provided information
on their previous coursework in English and Spanish as well as their preferences for coursework
in this year’s course. Students were asked to respond to the following questions: 1) Have you
liked or disliked your previous courses in Spanish/English? 2) Explain your answer to question
1. 3) How often did you behave or believe the following in that class: I paid attention, I wanted
to learn, I tried hard, and I found it meaningful or useful. In addition to the primary response to
question three, we asked students to choose from four options: all of the time, most of the time,
sometimes, or rarely. 4) What things could your new teacher do to make this class more
enjoyable or meaningful? 5) What part of this class do you find most meaningful or how might
the information in this class be useful to you? 6) Anything else you want your teacher to know
about you or your learning? Except for the third question, all other questions allowed students
to write a short answer.
Based on the initial student feedback, we began implementing strategies and tracking
data. Each day, our lesson plans focused on at least one type of engagement that students
preferred based on the initial feedback we collected. During each lesson, teachers completed
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daily observation checklists for each of the three students identified as atrisk in our background
research. The checklists (Appendix B) helped us record the date, the lesson content for the
day, the level of engagement we observed, and expanded notes to describe the behaviors we
observed for each student.
At the end of each day, each teacher also independently completed a Google Form
reflection journal based on observations and insights from the lessons taught that day. The
journal entry required responses to the following questions: 1) What was the focus of today’s
lesson? 2) What drive did you focus on when designing this lesson? 3) What activities were
part of this lesson? 4) How did the lesson go? 5) How would you rate the percentage of
students indicating high levels of engagement? 6) What did you observe or hear that told you
students were not engaged? 7) What would you do differently to make this lesson more
engaging? 8) Any other thoughts about this lesson? The daily reflections were used to
determine the strengths and weaknesses of each day’s lesson as well as to inform future lesson
planning. Based on the reflections, each teacher decided how to adjust the next day’s or week’s
lessons to boost engagement.
At the end of each week, all students provided additional feedback on strategies used in
class and their levels of engagement as well as their preferences for future course design. The
student feedback questions (see Appendix C) helped us narrow and choose from the wide
variety of strategies that the research recommended. Students provided weekly preferences
and feedback using a Google Form in English class and a paper form in Spanish class. The
difference in method was due to access to technology and time available. We sought feedback
on the four types of instructional strategies in our study: competition/challenge,
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controversy/curiosity, collaboration/connection, and creativity/choice. Students were prompted
to answer the following questions for the weekly reflection: 1) How focused were you on
learning in class this week? 2) How committed were you to learning in class this week? 3) How
persistent were you in learning in class this week? 4) How meaningful or valuable was your
learning in class this week? 5) If you were teaching the class next week, which types of activities
would you include? Students were asked to respond to the first four questions by selecting
very, somewhat, or not at all. To answer the fifth question, students received a kidfriendly list of
the different engagement strategies from which to choose: competition/challenge,
controversy/curiosity, collaboration/connection, and creativity/choice. At the end of each week,
we analyzed the student feedback to make instructional adjustments for the following week.
Throughout the entirety of the study, we tracked formative and summative assessment
data on each student’s progress. We added these scores to the original spreadsheet listing their
previous course grades. The combination of their previous grades with the new assessment
scores provided us the ability to compare and contrast their achievement in the different settings.
In the next section of the paper, we will describe the data we collected as well as the
conclusions we were able to draw from our analysis of the data.
Analysis of Data
Initial Feedback
During the first week of our project, we asked students to tell us about their previous
experience in their Spanish and English classes. An average of 78.5% of students stated that
they were engaged in class all or most of the time. When asked about external indicators like
trying hard and paying attention, an average of 82% of students responded that they are
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engaged all or most of the time. In comparison, a lower percentage (74%) of students claimed
to be internally engaged  finding the work meaningful and useful.
The student responses suggest that many of our students claim to be at least strategically
compliant in class; they try to pay attention, and they work hard. However, when it came to
indicators of deeper levels of engagement like finding the work meaningful or wanting to learn,
students were not as highly engaged.
In the initial survey, students also shared their opinions about their previous experience
in Spanish and English courses. In response to the question “Have you liked or disliked your
previous classes in Spanish/English,” 23% of students responded that they disliked their other
classes in the subject area. These students cited many reasons for disliking the classes; some
claimed that their previous coursework was too difficult while others disliked their teachers or
the teachers’ styles of teaching. Many other students claimed that the classes were not helpful
or meaningful or that they were boring.
In contrast, 77% of students said they liked their courses. These students claimed to
like their English or Spanish classes because they liked the teacher and thought the class was
fun. Some students also mentioned the ease and overall meaningfulness or helpfulness of the
class.
Weekly Feedback
Each week, we asked students to share their preferences about the types of activities
we did in class. Students stated that they most preferred competition and games as well as
group and partner work. They least preferred debates and puzzling or mysterious activities.
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We then used the student feedback to select and plan lessons and activities for the following
week.

Figure 1. Student activity type preferences.

At the end of each week, we asked students the same questions as in the initial
feedback survey. We averaged their responses to all of the surveys to determine their overall
levels of engagement. A majority (60%) of students reported feeling as though they were very
focused in class. An additional 39% of students responded that they were mostly paying
attention, but sometimes got distracted from their class work. Sixty percent of students stated
that they were very persistent in learning even when they got stuck. Less than 1% of students
reported that they were not at all focused or persistent. The students' responses suggest that
nearly all of the students felt that they were at least strategically compliant in class.
One of the indicators of high levels of engagement (beyond strategic compliance) is that
students find intrinsic value in their learning (Schlechty, 2011). Sixty percent of students stated
that they were very committed to their work, but fewer students reported that their learning was
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very meaningful or valuable. While students exhibited all of the outward behaviors that indicate
engagement, the survey results suggest that their internal engagement was not as high.
Focus Group of Students
After gathering background on our students, we each selected three students who
seemed most at risk for underperformance or disengagement based on their previous grades.
During each day of the study, both teachers completed student observation forms for their
individual focus group of students. At the end of the study, we calculated the average level of
engagement for each focus group student over the course of the research project.

Figure 2. Average student engagement levels as observed by classroom teachers. Level 1
= rebellion, level 2 = retreatism, level 3 = ritual compliance, level 4 = strategic
compliance, and level 5 = engagement.

Overall, the students in the focus group were mostly engaged in class. There were only
four instances out of 111 observations (3.6%) where the focus group of students exhibited the
lowest levels of engagement  retreatism or rebellion  during class. All students in the focus
group averaged above level 3 (ritual compliance). Four of the six focus group students
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averaged above level 4 (strategic compliance). Every student in the focus group was observed
most frequently at level 4 or level 5 engagement during the study, which suggests that student
averages were brought down by very rare instances (1 day or 2 days) of low engagement.
The high levels of engagement that we observed seem to dramatically impact student
performance for the students in the focus group. Every student who was part of our focus
group improved his/her achievement from the previous year. Several students improved
dramatically: Student 2 improved from a D to an A, Student 5 improved from a D to a B, and
Student 6 improved from an F to a B. While their previous grades identified them as atrisk
for failure at the beginning of the study, none of the six students who were part of our focus
group were at risk of failing at the conclusion of our study. In fact, five of the six students in the
focus group were performing at levels higher than their class average.

Figure 3. Comparison of current and previous grades.

Final Survey
At the conclusion of our study, we asked all of our students to provide feedback using
the same questions we asked at the beginning of the research. For the initial response, students
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referred to their previous courses. This time, we asked them to think only about their current
class. Students responses increased in all categories from their first responses. The percentage
of students who responded that they pay attention all or most of the time increased from 84.9%
to 91.2%. At the beginning of the study, 74.4% of the students said they want to learn all or
most of the time. By the end of the study, that percentage was increased by twelve percent to
86.7%. In response to their persistence, 80.3% of students claimed that they always or mostly
tried hard and did not give up, increased to 84.4% by the end of the study. Lastly, students’
opinions about the usefulness or meaningfulness of class grew from 74.4% to 84.4% over the
course of the study.

Figure 4. Comparison of students who responded “all of the time” or “most of the time”.

In addition to questions about areas of engagement, we once again asked students
whether they liked or disliked their current courses. Compared to the initial responses, 11%
fewer students disliked the course.
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Figure 5. Comparison of students’ opinions about Spanish/English courses.

When asked to explain what they liked and disliked about their current course, students
gave a variety of answers. The most cited reason for enjoying the course was that the class was
fun. Second most common was that students liked the teacher. Other common responses
included the teaching style of the teacher, the types of activities in class, and the helpfulness of
the course content. Students who still disliked the class at the end of the study also provided
reasons for their opinion. These responses did not fall into any distinct themes; students shared
reasons ranging from a dislike of other students in the class, to the time of day that the class was
offered, to a dislike of every part of their school day.
The final questionnaire included one additional question that we did not include on the
initial feedback from students. We asked students to tell us if they felt that they were more
engaged in their current English/Spanish class than they were last year. A high majority (88%)
of students said that they were more engaged while 12% of students stated that they were not
more engaged. Based on the responses to other questions, the students who responded “no”
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may not have been disengaged, but they did not feel as though their levels of engagement had
increased compared previous class experiences.

Figure 6. Student perception of classroom engagement.

Final Grades
Before we began our classroom research, we gathered background on our students.
We created a spreadsheet of student demographics as well as their previous grades in English
and Spanish courses at our schools. At the end of our research project, we compared the
students’ current grades to their previous grades.
At the end of the study, 55% of students were earning a grade higher than they had
previously achieved in their English or Spanish courses, while 39% of students had the same
grade as in their previous coursework. It is important to note that of the students who earned
the same grade, 86% received an A as their previous grade and were unable to achieve a better
grade as a result of the research study. Only 6% of students were earning a grade that was
lower than in their previous courses. Our previous data showed that two students had failed
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their previous coursework, but no students were failing their Spanish or English class at the end
of this study.

Figure 7. Comparison of current grades to previous grades.

We were unable to acquire previous grades for 19 of our students (20%) either because
they were new to the school or had not yet taken a Spanish class. For these students, we
analyzed current grades to determine mean and mode. The average grade for students with no
previous data was between a B and a B+. The most common grades for that group of students
was an A, A, or B. While we cannot compare these grades to their previous performance, this
group of students performed well despite being new to the content area or to the school district.
Teacher Reflections
The last source of data we collected was in the form of daily teacher reflections. Each
day, both teachers reflected on the levels of engagement in the day’s lessons. Over the course
of the study, we most frequently saw 7599% of students engaged on a daily basis. In fact, we
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rated 61% of the lessons in our reflections as engaging for a more than 75% of students. We
observed that about 26% of the lessons were engaging for every single student. Only 11% of
our lessons during the study yielded lower levels (5075% of students) of engagement.
Although the daily reflection included options for 025% engagement and 2550% engagement,
neither teacher observed levels of engagement in those lowest levels.

Figure 8. Teacher observation of levels of engagement.

We analyzed each level more closely to determine the types of activities that created
higher or lower levels of engagement. All four major types of activities were used in lessons that
the teacher reported the highest levels of students were engaged.
This data did not give us much insight into the relative effectiveness of each strategy.
However, in lessons where only 5075% of students were engaged, the types of strategies used
were competition/challenge and cooperation/connections.
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Figure 9. Types of activities used at the lower levels of engagement.

Each of our reflections included notes and details about the engagement strategies used
in class that day. In cases where engagement was lowest, students were doing challenging
activities rather than participating in competition. In the 80% of cooperation/connections
activities that yielded lower levels of engagement, students were being asked to reflect and share
personal connections to topics they were studying in class. Early in the year, student may not
have had the confidence or level of comfort to participate in these types of activities. That may
be why we saw more cases of disengagement on class days that asked students to take part in
challenging or personal activities.
Each of our reflections also included notes about the types of things that might have
made each of the lessons more engaging for students. A few common themes emerged about
lessons where students seemed disengaged. Students were observed avoiding work,
participating in offtask behavior, complaining or exhibiting frustration, asking questions about
the instructions, completing only minimum task requirements, and avoiding attention from peers.
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In response to student disengagement, our reflections included suggestions for increasing the
levels of engagement for future lessons. These suggestions most frequently included adjusting
the level of challenge, changing the structure and pacing of the lesson, and providing examples
or exemplars to clarify instructions and expectations.
Action Plan
The results of our research study support the idea that when students experience higher
levels of engagement, they experience greater levels of success. Engagement also appears to
lead to deeper levels of learning; however, it is difficult to be certain based on our shortterm
study. While some engagement strategies tend to take some time away from classroom content,
our research suggested that the extra time it took to ‘hook’ kids on learning did not negatively
impact their achievement.
Though students reported their preferences for particular types of strategies, they were
highly engaged in other kinds of activities even though they listed them as less desirable. It was
clear that the students in this study preferred a variety of engagement strategies. Their wide
range of preferences means that it is critical for both teachers and students to step out of their
comfort zones to experience a variety of activities and strategies for learning.
The study also revealed the importance of paying close attention to students who are at
risk for being disengaged. When activities and strategies are tailored to meet the needs of the
students who are most at risk for disengagement, all students benefit. We found that students
who might have typically rebelled against or retreated from learning became highlyengaged
students in our classrooms, which eliminated many classroom distractions and disruptions.
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Because it is difficult to observe the difference between compliance and engagement, it
is important for teachers to elicit feedback from students and to spend time reflecting on the
lessons that they create. Student surveys not only provide teachers with deeper insights about
the real level of engagement students experienced, but they also act as an engagement strategy
themselves by giving students choice and voice. By spending time formally reflecting on lessons
each day, we were able to finetune our use of the strategies in response to our students’ needs.
Reflection is crucial because there is no technical solution to student disengagement in the
classroom. Teachers must continually adapt and adjust instruction based on their observations.
Our research also has possible impacts on student learning. Often teachers become
frustrated when they see students not performing well. With the implementation the eight types
of engagement strategies, teachers can reach all students through their improved instruction
(Silver & Perini, 2010). Teachers’ levels of efficacy can improve which can also lead to more
job satisfaction. It is also important to mention that to reach all students, teachers must include a
variety of instructional strategies to encourage high levels of student engagement. By providing
variety in the different types of engagement strategies, teachers allow students the opportunity to
invest in their learning and connect with the material.
Engagement is a broad research topic that can also encompass a wide variety of
variables. There are many potential topics for future investigations on engagement. Possible
research questions may include:
1. To what extent do each of the individual engagement strategies have on student
achievement? Is there a different impact on student learning based on which particular
engagement strategy teachers use in the classroom?
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2. How might our data be affected by including the entire population of students in the
grade level? (The students in the English courses were those tracked in the lowest ability
level and many students receiving special education services were not enrolled in the
Spanish classes.)
3. In what ways, if any, does the time of day the students are in class impact their
engagement levels?
4. Does the difficulty of the curriculum impact student engagement? (The first unit in the
Spanish class is a review of the previous course.)
5. Are specific engagement strategies more effective in different subject or content areas?
6. Are specific engagement strategies more effective with different subgroups of students
(race, gender, age, special education, EnglishLanguage Learners)?
Because student engagement is a broad topic to study, many factors may impact it.
Future research and studies may provide additional insight on teaching practices and student
learning.
At the onset of our research study, we wanted to know what effect the use of
engagement strategies would have on student academic performance in eighthgrade Spanish
and ninthgrade English courses. The data we collected supported the existing research that
students who are more highly engaged are also more academically and behaviorally successful in
class. While many variables might impact student performance in school, our research suggests
that creating engaging lessons is a valuable use of teacher time and energy because of the impact
those engaging lessons can have on student academics and behavior.
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Appendix A
Typology of Engagement
Conner and Pope (2013) provide a typology chart for engagement to help teachers identify
seven types of engagement in learners along with a checklist that shows what those students
may need to become fully engaged. Each row of the chart includes a checklist of the types of
engagement associated with each level of engagement as well as an example of a classroom
situation.

Table 1. Typology of Engagement

Note: From “Not just robostudents: Why full engagement matters and how schools can
promote it,” by J.O. Conner and D.C. Pope, 2013, Journal of Youth and Adolescence, 42(9)
p. 1430. Copyright Springer Science+Business Media.
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Appendix B
This daily checklist was designed to help us record the date, the lesson content for the day, the
level of engagement we observed, and expanded notes to describe the behaviors we observed
for each student. The front of the form (Image 1) was used to record data. The back side of
the sheet (Image 2) included helpful information to guide our observations.

Image 1. Front of Student Observation Checklist
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Image 2. Back of Student Observation Checklist
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Appendix C
This weekly student feedback form was used to collect preferences and selfreflections of our
students. Questions 14 helped identify which aspects of engagement students

Image 1. Paper Version of Student Preferences Form

