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Educate! Engage! Embrace Evaluation!

by Pamelia D. Valentine 

It’s easy to predict that a silent class 
of glassy-eyed students will learn little or 
nothing from even the most well-meaning, 
award winning lecturer, while another group 
of rambunctious teens immersed in an ex-
periential project will come away with fresh 
insights and ideas. It isn’t the loudness or 
relative quiet that causes this learning; it is 
simply the investment of interest, time and 
energy that makes the difference. In other 
words, student engagement is paramount to 
achievement, or quite simply, engagement = 
learning.

To the casual observer, this engaged 
classroom may look like pandemonium. 
However, look closer and see that this is the 
result of intentional planning and careful 
classroom management. This attentive-
ness to the details helps to develop student 
choice and individual responsibility for 
learning, which ideally creates the perfect 
storm for student engagement. This asser-
tion is backed up in Marzano’s The Art and 
Science of Teaching (2007). He provides 
research and data showing that student 
growth and learning increases with engage-
ment.

This is not news to most practicing 
teachers and not exactly rocket science ei-
ther, but it is most definitely brain research. 
Putting numbers to accepted wisdom about 
how and why students learn has helped 
evaluators see that learning can be quanti-
fied. If achievement can be measured with 
charts and graphs then it follows that 
teaching can be evaluated in the same way. 
As teachers across the nation enter the brave 
new world of improved teacher evaluation, 

they soon learn that Marzano is one of the 
researchers at the forefront, leading the 
charge to increase instructional effective-
ness and student growth. Given this new 
emphasis, on top of other education reform 
efforts over the last decade, some educators 
may feel disconcerted.

But it doesn’t have to be this way. Mar-
zano and his contemporaries, specifically 
Danielson (2009) and Dufour (2010), have 
been researching and writing about student 
engagement for several years. Their sug-
gestions have been adopted by the State of 
Washington through new teacher and prin-
cipal evaluation criteria and frameworks. 
The models developed by these researchers 
are currently being used by school districts 
to improve instruction and learning.

Veteran teachers understand that educa-
tional movements come and go but student 
learning is really the ONLY thing that mat-
ters. Taking part in this work, by examin-
ing and applying research which leads to 
positive outcomes, is not scary. Designing 
effective curricula for your classroom is not 
frightening. Understanding how to motivate 
learners, both the reluctant type and the 
ace student, just makes us better teach-
ers. When teaching continues to improve 
teachers do well on evaluations and students 
profit directly from the quest to be the best. 
However, at the heart of all of this is student 
engagement, and understanding research 
findings about it is critically important.

In order to create a successful and 
engaging learning experience, Strong, Silver, 
and Robinson, (1995) suggest that students 
have several needs which must be met. 

These include positive perceptions of 1) 
mastery (success), 2) understanding (curios-
ity), 3) self-expression (originality) and 4) 
involvement with others (relationships). 
Strong et al. summarize this as SCORE and 
it is one of the models I consider as I plan 
and teach students in my visual arts class-
room. Gladwell (2008) proposes a similar 
system for success by focusing on autonomy, 
mastery, and purpose. Considering these 
ideas is essential to cultivating student 
motivation that is characterized by stamina 
and resilience. At the same time, whether 
students are motivated intrinsically or 
extrinsically may matter less than previously 
thought. According to Sternberg and Lubart 
(1995) highly motivated and creative people 
rely on internal and external incentives for 
success.

Nevertheless, given all that is known 
about motivation and engagement, teach-
ers inspire students in many different 
ways. For example, some students work for 
“Gold Stars,” but others work from a desire 
to succeed that comes from within. As 
Sternberg and Lubart (1995) note, differ-
ent rewards affect people differently. Kohn, 
(1995) seems to capture this idea as well 
by stating that reward systems exist only in 
the context of the individual. This means 
that part of the work of effective teaching 
involves knowing your students and figur-
ing out how they are inspired. For me, this 
means using a variety of strategies, aligned 
with research. I have found the following 
practices effective for motivating students, 
maintaining engagement, and improving 
achievement:
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Create and Control a Safe and 
Effective Learning Environment

Creating a learning environment that 
predictably engages students must be inten-
tional and well planned. In the Visual Arts 
classroom I work to control that environ-
ment. From the u-shaped layout of seating 
that eases student movement around materi-
als, to the soft classical music that plays dur-
ing extended work time. I make sure that 
the setting optimizes student needs. If natu-
ral light is required then the blinds are open 
and the overhead lights are off. If students 
need to work with others, then I arrange 
them in triads to maximize eye contact and 
create more surface area workspace. Physical 
space is utilized best when the teacher thinks 
ahead and plans accordingly.

Integrate Student Choice 
into Every Project

Engagement in a lesson is heightened 
when students have choices. Whether the 
goal is to develop skills and techniques in 
graphite portraiture or clay hand building, 
there must be opportunities for students to 
create work that is original and unique. For 
example, in the graphite unit, students de-
cide who they will draw based on how sig-
nificant that person is to them in their lives. 
This makes the drawing, which may take up 
to three weeks, worthwhile. The detail they 
develop in bringing this work to life is truly 
amazing and extremely personal. Most stu-
dents create a portrait that becomes a family 
treasure. Another example of the power of 
choice is when students are learning basic 

hand-building sculpture skills. They are 
asked to choose a theme for their sculpture 
project and decide on a series of containers 
they want to make. Integrating elements of 
choice results in finished projects that show 
student knowledge of art and that are fun 
and personal at the same time.

Incorporate Current Technologies
Using technology in the classroom 

never fails to stimulate students and get 
their attention. I ask them to use the 
“computer in their pocket” during class 
time. Students are encouraged to take their 
phone out and make it available for the les-
son. One of the requirements is to create a 
project completion album by taking weekly 
photos as their project develops. Students 
also search for artists that they are learning 
about in class and they send both pictures 
and text messages to parents and friends as 
the project progresses. It is amazing to see 
students searching for information about 
cubism when we study Picasso or digging 
up facts about Frida Kahlo while we look at 
her paintings.

There are many ways to promote stu-
dent engagement in the classroom. Teach-
ers who make an effort at developing this 
facet of their instruction are sure to observe 
increases in achievement, along with other 
positive benefits. Interest and engagement 
are at the core of meaningful activity, and 
this is especially true with learning. Nev-
ertheless, engaging students is hard work. 
I have found that maintaining a safe and 
productive environment, providing plenty 

of opportunities for choice, and incorporat-
ing current technologies are helpful strate-
gies toward achieving this goal. The result is 
a classroom that is vibrant, productive, and 
fun.
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Marysville School District and Washington State ASCD present... 

An Evening with 
Dr. Harvey Alvy
The Genius of the 
Gettysburg Address: 
Defining a Nation in 272 
Words

November 19, 2013 • 6:00—8:00 pm
Marysville School District
Marysville, WA
 

Special registration fee for all attendees: $20
Clock hours will be available onsite for $5 (cash only)
Download a PDF registration form.

Description
November 19, 2013 marks the 150th anniversary of 
Lincoln’s Gettysburg Address. In that speech the presi-
dent not only captured the meaning of the Gettysburg 
battle for the soul of the nation; he defined also, Amer-
ica’s promise—dedication to the “unfinished work” of 
a young democracy. Thus Lincoln’s words resonate 
today, just as they did 150 years ago. This evening we 
will re-visit this historic speech together, celebrating its 
highlights, some myths, and what the speech tells us 
about Lincoln’s heroic character and leadership capac-
ity. The presenter’s co-authored book, Learning From 
Lincoln will help us capture the meaning of Lincoln’s 
speech for today’s schools. Please join us to share your 
ideas and to commemorate this historic day.

For additional information on Dr. Harvey Alvy, visit the  
ASCD website.

Professional Development

http://www.wsascd.org/downloads/profdev_reg_forms/Registration_Form_-_Alvy_Marysville_opt.pdf
http://www.ascd.org/professional-development/oscb/faculty/Alvy-H.aspx

