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By David W. Denton, Ed.D.

Engagement in Education 

A message from 
the editor

Engaging students is an essential 
component of effective teaching. Educators 
in different places and at different times 
have considered how to engage students 
to improve academic and social achieve-
ment. Thinkers from each era have defined 
how this is best accomplished. In ancient 
times, the Roman orator Quintilian in-
structed teachers to engage students through 
thoughtful questioning and encouragement. 
The eighteenth century philosopher, Jean-
Jacques Rousseau directed teachers to appeal 
to student interest. In the twentieth century, 
John Dewey advised teachers to ensure 
“mental attendance” by engaging the “inter-
ests, powers, and capacities” of each child.

Engagement holds significant interest 
for educators today. Searching the Internet 
for the phrase “engage students” produces 
more than a hundred thousand results. 
Titles such as Productive Group Work: How 
to Engage Students, Academic Icebreakers to 
Engage Students, and WebQuest as a Means to 
Engage Students are only the beginning. The 
list goes on, covering every discipline and 
grade.

Similar to thinkers from past and pres-
ent, each individual teacher is on a daily 
quest to engage students, community, and 

colleagues. The tools, strategies, and ap-
proaches vary. Some define and promote en-
gagement through general principles, such 
as on-task behavior, emotions, perceptions, 
and exercise of personal autonomy. Others 
rely on specific instructional strategies such 
as lesson pacing, intriguing questions, novel 
problems, and mild competition.

Examining principles and strategies 
for promoting engagement suggests variety, 
which is an element that often accompanies 
student interest and attention. Without 
variety, learning events become routine and 
predictable, interest fades, and attention 
drifts.

This issue of Curriculum in Context 
adheres to the principle of variety. Read-
ers will find a wide array of articles from 
art education, to behavior management, to 
system-wide efforts for improving subject 
mastery. Nevertheless, the common thread 
is engagement.

Classroom teacher Monte Syrie 
begins the edition by explaining the role 
of relationships in engagement, followed 
by Pamelia Valentine who surveys strate-
gies for engaging students in art education. 
John Bond, Arthur Ellis, and David Denton 
explore reflective activity for promoting 

engagement and Professors Jorge Preciado 
and Debby Hudson identify strategies for 
engaging students with challenging behav-
iors. Patricia Kilmer and Brent Osborn share 
insights for improving student performance 
in reading and science and David Cooke 
concludes the edition by using metaphor to 
elucidate substantive versus impoverished 
learning activities.

Similar to previous issues of Curricu-
lum in Context, the articles in this edition 
are a sample of the excellent work going 
on in schools, districts, and institutions all 
across Washington. Although engagement 
is defined and achieved differently for each 
generation of educator, this issue is sure to 
contribute to our collective understanding 
and future prospects for engagement in 
education.
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