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A message from the president
by Ismael Vivanco

Increasing academic achievement is 
a constant pursuit for educators. Recent 
reform efforts in Washington have brought 
this pursuit into sharp relief, specifically 
adoption of Common Core State Standards 
and Teacher Principal Evaluation Project. 
Few educators argue that reform is unneces-
sary or that pursuing improved academic 
outcomes is unattainable. Nevertheless, 
most educators agree that the challenges 
of effective reform implementation and 
universal academic achievement are im-
mense. Reviewing these challenges provides 
perspective about the kind of persistence 
and fortitude required for ensuring long-
term success.

The list of challenges is familiar. It 
includes poverty, transience, homeless-
ness, language barriers, racism, and lack of 
student engagement. Educators are charged 
with assisting students in overcoming these 
potential obstacles and ensuring all children 
are provided with the knowledge and skills 
they need to flourish.

The whole child approach taken by the 
Association for Supervision and Curriculum 
Development (ASCD) addresses this goal 
by setting high standards, making sure “each 
student is actively engaged in learning and 
is connected to the school and broader com-
munity” (ASCD, 2013). Student engage-
ment produces numerous benefits, not the 

least of which is reducing the adverse effects 
of obstacles students face outside of school. 
However, student engagement occurs simul-
taneously as teachers plan lessons, deploy 
learning activities, and assess results. This 
means that educators who engage students 
consider a wide array of factors that influ-
ence attention, interest, and relevance. One 
way to guide these efforts on a day-to-day 
basis is considering the question, What will 
I do to engage students, parents, community, 
and colleagues?

At the same time, engaging students 
is greatly facilitated by the use of specific 
strategies. In The Art and Science of Teaching 
(2007), Marzano suggests that “keeping stu-
dents engaged is one of the most important 
considerations for the classroom teacher” (p. 
98). He also states that “there are many ac-
tivities teachers can use to capture students’ 
attention in a way that enhances knowledge 
of academic content” (p. 98). Some sugges-
tions for capturing student attention include

1. maintaining high teacher energy 
through enthusiasm, pacing, and 
intensity;

2. presenting problems, mysteries, or 
subject matter with missing informa-
tion;

3. organizing practice of content into 
puzzles or games;

4. and integrating mild pressure, con-
troversy, or competition for emo-
tional appeal.

Engagement is an apt theme for this 
this issue of Curriculum in Context, espe-
cially since pursuing academic excellence is 
a goal for educators everywhere, regardless 
of geographic location, grade, or discipline. 
There are many things educators can do to 
promote engagement, such as attending to 
it through daily interactions or by apply-
ing specific instructional strategies. Nev-
ertheless, our primary objective should be 
attending to the whole child, which ensures 
that each student is “healthy, safe, engaged, 
supported, and challenged” (ASCD, 2013).
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