
Three Secrets to Stronger 
Student Engagement
By Dr. Christina Counts

For students to succeed academically, they need 
to be emotionally invested in their classes and 
intellectually stimulated by the material. In other 
words, they must be fully engaged in their learning.

Yet, too few students have this experience in 
U.S. classrooms today. A 2016 Gallup poll found 
that only half of students in grades 5-12 reported 
feeling engaged in school, and a fifth are actively 
disengaged.1 

Sifting through decades of academic research 
reveals the secrets to forging stronger student 
engagement. While there are several factors 
involved, we have distilled these down to three 
simple but important elements: giving students a 
choice in how they learn, making sure their learning 
has relevance, and using active learning strategies.

For experienced teachers and administrators, these 
keys to developing stronger student engagement 
shouldn’t come as a surprise. In this guide, we’ll 
take a closer look at each of these three elements 
in more detail — and how the design of a 
learning space plays a critical role in supporting or 
suppressing them.

CHOICE

“Offering students choices about their learning is 
one of the most powerful ways teachers can boost 
student learning,” writes teacher and education 
consultant Mike Anderson in his book Learning to Choose, Choosing to Learn.2 

Giving students choices helps educators overcome two common challenges in the classroom, Anderson 
explains: finding an appropriate level of challenge and defeating student apathy.

If a lesson is too easy, then students will become bored and will disengage. However, if a lesson is too hard, 
they’ll become frustrated and will disengage for a different reason. In the sweet spot where students are 
appropriately challenged, not only can significant learning occur — but the process is enjoyable for them. 
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“Whether it’s a crossword puzzle, video game, math 
puzzle, or science exploration, the right amount of 
challenge … is motivating,” Anderson writes. “In his 
best-selling book about human motivation, Drive 
(2009), author Dan Pink asserts that one of the key 
drivers of human motivation is a sense of mastery 
— it feels good to learn and grow. When a task is 
appropriately challenging, and students meet with 
success, a job well done, and the completion of the 
challenge is positive reinforcement for the work 
itself.”

When teachers let students choose elements of 
their own work, students tend to choose work that 
is appropriately challenging. “They know their own 
abilities better than teachers ever can and want 
to be engaged in appropriately challenging work,” 
Anderson writes, “so they will self-differentiate when 
conditions are right.”

Students not only have very different ability levels; 
they also have diverse interests. “When you can tap 
into students’ interests and passions,” Anderson 
writes, “they will be more joyful and invested in their 

learning, and you’re on your way to overcoming a 
second common challenge in schools: apathy.”

Giving students choices in their learning helps 
them connect the material with their strengths and 
interests, and the sense of ownership this provides 
is very motivating. Autonomy is yet another driver 
of human motivation, according to Pink, who writes 
in his book Drive: “Control leads to compliance; 
autonomy leads to engagement.”

HOW TO PROVIDE CHOICE IN LEARNING

In a report written for The Education Trust, authors 
Joan Dabrowski and Tanji Reed Marshall describe 
three ways to build choice into student assignments: 
Educators can let students choose the content 
they’ll focus on, the process they’ll use to learn 
about this content, and/or the product they’ll create 
to demonstrate their learning.3 

Educators can give students a choice in content by 
presenting broad topics to everyone but allowing 
students to narrow their focus to a particular aspect 
of the topic. 

https://select.schoolspecialty.com/
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“For example,” write Dabrowski and Marshall, “in a history course in which students are engaged in a 
study of World War II, one student might opt to delve into the Normandy invasion, while another seeks to 
understand how the U.S. could fight for freedom abroad while championing segregation at home. In an 
ELA class, students can explore the concept of identity through a range of texts chosen from a teacher’s 
strategically created classroom library. Texts by a wide range of authors, including authors of color, such as 
Jacqueline Woodson’s Brown Girl Dreaming, Gene Luen Yang’s American Born Chinese, or Cece Bell’s El 
Deafo, … have unique content, but the overarching theme of identity can be applied to all.”

Choice in process acknowledges the reality that students learn in different ways. “Honoring these 
preferences,” they write, “means offering assignments in which students are given the freedom to design 

their course of action, sequence their steps as they go along, work alone or with peers, or manage (their 
own) timelines and deliverables” — with teachers providing support as needed. 

Choice in product allows students to determine how they’ll present what they’ve learned. Students might 
choose to create a PowerPoint presentation, write an essay, or create a YouTube video. If you want students 
to use the same medium of expression, you might give them a choice in genre: They could create a rap song, 
a pop song, or even an advertising jingle.

https://select.schoolspecialty.com/
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types of materials and offering a variety of seating 
options with different fabrics and surface types 
ensures they’ll have somewhere to sit that will be 
comfortable for them.

Students also should be able to choose whether 
they want to work alone or in groups. Designing 
classrooms with different zones for individual and 
small-group seating or using flexible furniture 
that can be moved around the room and quickly 
rearranged, allows students to switch seamlessly 
from individual to small-group work as needed.

Furnishing learning spaces with a variety of seating 
options can accommodate different student 
needs and preferences. Empowering students to 
choose their own seating gives them a say in how 
they learn, which makes them more engaged and 
invested in their education.

WHY THE LEARNING SPACE MATTERS

Choice can be applied not only to the work that 
students do, but also where they sit, what materials 
they’ll use, and how they will accomplish a task. 
Learning spaces should be designed to give 
students plenty of choices in these areas.

For instance, there should be different seating 
styles — such as traditional desks and chairs, 
stools that swivel or rock, soft seating options, and 
perhaps even standing desks — to give students 
choices in where to sit so they’ll learn most 
effectively. 

Some students might prefer a swivel stool that 
allows them to move in place while they work. If 
students have sensory processing issues, this can 
help soothe them and allow them to focus. Other 
students might be particularly sensitive to certain 

https://select.schoolspecialty.com/


5 | SchoolSpecialty.com | 1-888-388-3224

RELEVANCE

For students to be fully 
engaged in their learning, it 
must be relevant to their lives. 
They need to understand 
how the knowledge and skills 
they’re acquiring will help 
them succeed in the future. 
Educators must answer the 
age-old question: “Why do 
we need to learn this?”

A 2006 study funded by 
the Bill & Melinda Gates 
Foundation, called “The Silent 
Epidemic,” surveyed young 
people across the United 
States to find out why they 
dropped out of high school.4  
The No. 1 reason, cited by 
47 percent of respondents, 
was that classes just weren’t 
interesting to them: These young people couldn’t 
see a connection between what they were learning 
and their own lives. “They make you take classes in 
school that you’re never going to use in life,” one 
respondent said.

Researchers asked the subjects about the specific 
actions that schools could take to improve the 
chances that a student would stay in school. Their 
most common answer was making what is learned 
more relevant to students’ lives.

“If they related to me more and understood ... what 
I was going through, where I lived, where I came 
from, who knows? That book might have been in 
my book bag,” one young woman said. “I might 
have bought a book bag and done some work.”

The relevance of a learning assignment connects 
to what Dan Pink says is the third driver of human 
motivation, which is purpose. Pink argues that 
people intrinsically want to do things that matter. 
When they see a clear and compelling purpose for 
what they’re doing, they’ll work harder and will fully 
engage in a task.

HOW TO PROVIDE RELEVANCE IN LEARNING

In the Education Trust report, Dabrowski and 
Marshall refer to three questions that define 
whether a learning task is relevant: Is the content 
useful to students? Does it interest them? Is it 
presented by someone they know and trust? 

“When students believe an assignment is useful for 
their lives … they will engage,” they write. “When 
they have interest in the content, they will engage. 
(And when they) encounter new or unfamiliar 
content presented by a trustworthy, caring teacher 
or peer who exudes genuine passion for the topic 

… they will engage.”

According to Dabrowski and Marshall, educators 
can bring relevancy to assignments using these 
three techniques: 

Have students explore unifying themes by asking 
essential questions.

Prompting students to think about the “big ideas” 
or essential understandings within an academic 
discipline can help students find a purpose to 
their learning. “For example,” they write, “a math 
teacher can organize a measurement unit by 

https://select.schoolspecialty.com/
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asking, ‘Why is measurement important for our world today? What type of problems can be solved with 
measurement?’ A science teacher can anchor a unit on the environment by including a question such as, 
‘How does where we live affect how we live?’ In ELA, a teacher might frame a writing unit by asking students, 
‘Why should we consider who reads our writing? How does knowing our audience influence the way we 
write?’”

Use real-world materials, problems, and events. 

“The world is a dynamic place where compelling events happen every day, and technology permits young 
people to interact with these events as quickly as they unfold,” they write. “When assignments are linked to 
the present-day world, students will likely recognize or be somewhat familiar with the content immediately. 
The content will feel genuine and authentic because it represents their world. If it holds meaning for them, 
they will be interested.”

Connect with students’ values, interests, and goals. 

Knowing students’ individual and collective interests allows teachers to customize assignments in a 
way that piques their interest and heightens engagement. For instance, teachers might drawn upon the 
developmental milestones they see from students at certain age levels and turn these into opportunities for 
relevant teaching and learning.

WHY THE LEARNING SPACE MATTERS

Just as the problems that students tackle should resemble the ones they’ll encounter in the real world, the 
learning environment should mirror the workplaces they’re likely to experience when they graduate. This will 
not only prepare students more effectively for their future; it will give them physical cues to show that their 
learning has a purpose.

What does a modern workplace environment typically look like? For one thing, employees are seldom 
anchored to their desks. Much of the work that happens is collaborative in nature, and so companies are 
designing their office spaces with plenty of “huddle spaces” and other open, common areas where workers 
can gather in small, impromptu groups to hash out their ideas. 

Schools can mimic these workplace environments by creating flexible learning spaces for students to work 
either individually or in groups as a task demands, complete with mobile whiteboards and other tools to 
support brainstorming and collaborative problem solving.

https://select.schoolspecialty.com/
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To resemble a modern workplace, a learning space also should be equipped with 21st-century tools such as 
digital devices, projectors, and shared interactive displays, as well as the infrastructure required for students 
to use these technologies effectively — like readily accessible power outlets and data ports.

Students should be able to charge their devices as needed, wherever they are in the room, so their learning 
can continue uninterrupted.

ACTIVE LEARNING

Active learning is an instructional approach in which students become more actively involved in their education 
by co-constructing new knowledge, instead of passively taking in information. Research shows it’s much more 
engaging than simply listening to a teacher lecture, and it’s also more effective at promoting deeper learning. 

According to Cornell University’s Center for Teaching Innovation, “Active learning methods ask students 
to fully participate in their learning by thinking, discussing, investigating, and creating. In active learning 
classrooms, students may be asked to practice skills, solve problems, struggle with complex questions, 
propose solutions, and explain ideas in their own words through writing and discussion.”5

Active learning helps students develop higher-order thinking skills. Listening to a presentation, reading a 
textbook, or watching a video can be useful in promoting learning at the lower end of Bloom’s Taxonomy, 
such as having students recall basic facts or understand key concepts. But these techniques aren’t  
enough to promote higher-order skills such as applying, analyzing, and evaluating information or creating 
new knowledge.

https://select.schoolspecialty.com/
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When students take a more active role in their 
education, they’re apt to become more engaged in 
their learning — and research bears this out.

For instance, a 2014 study published by the 
National Academy of Sciences confirms the 
benefits of active learning on student achievement. 
The study compared the performance of students 
in undergraduate math and science classes using 
traditional lecturing versus active learning. It found 
that average scores improved by about 6% (or half 
a letter grade) in active learning classes — and that 
students in classes using traditional lectures were 
one-and-a-half times more likely to fail.6  

HOW TO PROVIDE ACTIVE LEARNING

Active learning can involve many kinds of activities, 
but a common theme is that students are engaging 
more deeply with the content — and often with 
each other. 

Class discussions and debates, hands-on 
simulations and experiments, and project-based 
learning are all forms of active learning. Here 
are some examples of specific techniques from 
the University of Michigan’s Center for Research 
on Learning and Teaching, listed in order from 
simplest to most complex.7 

•  Think-Pair-Share: Have students work individually 
on a problem or reflect on a passage, then 
compare their responses with a partner. Each two-
person team then synthesizes a joint solution to 
share with the entire class.

•  Peer Review: Students are asked to complete an 
individual assignment. They submit one copy to 
the instructor and one copy to a partner. Each 
student takes their partner’s work and gives 
critical feedback. 

•   Brainstorming: Introduce a topic or problem and 
ask for student input. Give students a minute to 
write down their ideas, and then record them on 
the board.

•   Role Playing: Have students act out a part or 
argue a position to get a better idea of the 
concepts being discussed. 

•   Jigsaw Discussion: Divide a general topic into 
smaller, interrelated aspects. Each member of a 
team is assigned to read and become an expert 
on a different aspect. After each person has 
become an expert on their piece of the puzzle, 
they teach the other team members about that 
aspect of the topic. After each person has finished 
teaching, the puzzle has been “reassembled” — 
and everyone on the team knows something 
important about every aspect of the topic. 

•   Inquiry-Based Learning: Students use an 
investigative process to discover concepts for 
themselves. After the instructor identifies a topic 
for mastery, he or she poses a question that will 
drive students’ inquiry.

WHY ACTIVE LEARNING ACTIVITIES NEED 
SPACES THAT SUPPORT THEM

Anyone who’s ever taught before knows that 
different types of learning activities are best 
supported by different arrangements of the 
physical space. 

For instance, arranging desks or tables in a large 
circle or “U” shape works well for direct instruction, 
because it focuses each learner’s attention on what 
the teacher has to say. It also makes discussions 
involving the entire class easier, because every 
student can see every other student in the class. 
On the other hand, arranging desks or tables 
in small groups — with three or four students 
each facing each other — facilitates small-group 
collaboration and interaction. 

Because there might be times when teachers will 
want to use each of these instructional strategies 
in their classrooms, flexibility is an important 
consideration when designing classrooms to 
support active learning.

Ideally, students should be able to shift seamlessly 
from one type of learning activity to another, and 
from whole-group instruction to small-group 
interaction and/or independent study. While 
this can be accomplished by setting up different 
learning “zones” to accommodate each type of 
activity, the amount of space that’s available in a 
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classroom might not make this possible. Another 
option is to furnish learning spaces with movable, 
flexible furniture that can easily be arranged into 
various configurations to support a wide variety of 
learning tasks.

For instance, tables and chairs with built-in casters 
can be moved around the room easily — and if 
they fit together in multiple configurations, they 
can support different group sizes for collaborative 
learning.

SUMMARY

To engage students fully in their education, give 
them choices in how they learn, make sure lessons 
are relevant to students’ lives, and use active 
learning techniques. 

The design of a learning space plays an important 
role in supporting these strategies:

•  Give students plenty of choices in where to sit, so 
they can be comfortable and productive in their 
learning. Offer a variety of seating styles and 
materials, such as traditional desks and chairs, 
movement stools, and soft seating options.

•  When designing a learning space, take inspiration 
from the design of real-world workplaces to 
make learning more relevant for students. Think 
about how you’ll support student learning with 
modern tools and equipment, and consider the 
infrastructure needed to support these tools.

•  Build flexibility into the design of your learning 
spaces. Make sure they can support a wide 
variety of instructional strategies and modalities. 
Use learning zones to accommodate various 
types of activities, as well as movable, agile 
furniture that can easily be arranged into different 
configurations.

To learn how School Specialty’s Projects By 
Design division can help you design dynamic 
learning spaces that effectively support better 
student engagement, call (800) 305-0174, email 
projectsbydesign@schoolspecialty.com, or go to 
www.schoolspecialty.com/projects-by-design 
today.
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