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By Brent Osborn

Tackling Classroom Engagement: 
Label It, Measure It, Improve It

Eight years ago I reduced my teach-
ing responsibilities at North Central High 
School and added three periods of in-
structional coaching. This was a difficult 
decision, one I made reluctantly since I love 
working with students. However, after some 
great discussions and debate with my prin-
cipal, Dr. Steven Gering, I was convinced 
that coaching had the potential to improve 
instruction and achievement. I worked with 
nine other science teachers and together we 
decided to focus our efforts on improving 
student engagement. While I felt very confi-
dent in my ability to help lead our depart-
ment in this area, I struggled with how to 
tackle this problem, primarily because I was 
unsure how to measure and assess changes 
in student engagement over time. I needed 
an operational definition of the constructs 
at hand.

After some collaborative deliberation, 
we developed some definitions and data 
collection systems. Part of our operational 
definition included categorizing student 
engagement as passive, covert, or overt. The 
definitions we developed follow.

Passive engagement is when a teacher 
deploys an instructional practice and 
gets limited feedback in return. For 
example, the teacher poses a question 
and listens to the answer from one 
volunteer. In this scenario the teacher 
observes that at least one student is 
engaged and this student provides 
feedback to inform the next instruc-
tional steps.

Covert engagement is when a teacher 
deploys an instructional practice and 
observes engagement from all students, 
but the type of feedback provided 
is limited. For example, the teacher 
poses a question and invites students 
to pair-share or write down answers. 
These methods enable higher levels of 
engagement but they may not provide 
useful feedback if the contents of what 
students speak or write escapes the 
notice of the teacher.

Overt engagement occurs when 
the teacher deploys an instructional 
practice and observes class-wide 
engagement. It also includes student 
generated feedback the teacher uses to 
assess student performance and inform 
the next steps of instruction. For 
example, the teacher poses a question 
and observes student answers on indi-
vidual dry boards or Exit Slips. In this 
scenario the teacher engages and elicits 
feedback from all students.

After establishing these definitions we 
created a data collection tool, shown in 
Figure 1, Engagement Data Survey. The tool 
shows three columns listing categories of 
engagement, along with rows identified with 
types of thinking from Bloom’s Taxonomy. I 
then worked with other science teachers and 
the principal to ensure inter-rater reliability 
using the tool. In other words, we made 
observations together and reconciled our 
differences. It should be noted that creation 

of definitions and assessment procedures 
were done along with focused professional 
development. We focused on improving 
our practice, while we designed systems for 
observing and measuring engagement (see 
Figure 1).

Our collaborative efforts influenced 
other parts of the project and our work 
together. We decided that observers would 
collect data using the tool during the 
first 15 minutes of class, conceding that 
this was generally the time when teach-
ers either gained or lost student attention. 
Our initial results showed that teachers 
used instructional strategies for promoting 
passive engagement most often early in the 
lesson. Although this finding was somewhat 
disconcerting, we used it as the basis for 
an improvement plan. This plan included 
frequent use of covert and overt engage-
ment strategies, modeling their use to one 
another, and continued focus on improv-
ing student engagement during collabora-
tion time. Our efforts were rewarded with 
observable improvements in engagement, 
according to data shown in Figure 2. Results 
were not limited to observations, but also 
emerged as improved student performance 
on common assessments (see Figure 2).

Although this project concluded six 
years ago, I continue to glean valuable les-
sons from it, especially as a third year Prin-
cipal at Lakeside High School in Nine Mile 
Falls. Similar to my colleagues across the 
State, my focus is on improving instruction, 
with the help of new evaluation frameworks. 
Nevertheless, student engagement persists 



Curriculum in Context      Fall 2013

17

as an area of interest. For example, this past 
year at Lakeside our focus was improving 
engagement and all of our collaborative 
energies revolved around this topic. Similar 
to the project conducted years ago, our 
goal was to increase use of covert and over 
instructional practices to improve achieve-
ment. This was also our first year evaluating 
staff using the Marzano Teacher Evaluation 
framework.

One outcome of these efforts was 
naturally occurring overlap between our col-
lective efforts to improve engagement and 
implementation of teacher evaluation. For 
example, one teacher in my TPEP support 
group selected student engagement as a goal. 
This prompted some productive discussions 
and we found new uses for the engagement 
observation tool created several years earlier. 
However, applying previous lessons from the 
earlier project required similar steps, just on 
a larger scale. We adopted operational defi-
nitions, reconciled differences in observa-
tion, and determined a baseline for making 

improvements. We also had to establish 
norms for having tough conversations about 

instructional practices, articulate interven-
tions when student engagement was absent, 
and decide on professional development for 
making improvements.

There were some challenges and a few 
missteps along the way, but any worthwhile 
endeavor includes these. Nevertheless, the 
implementation process that emerged is 
clear to me now, and it will likely serve as an 
effective blueprint for other building lead-
ers. These steps include the following:

1. Define student engagement

2. Assist faculty in reaching consensus 
about what student engagement 
looks like

3. Establish a baseline of performance 
using a tool calibrated for observer 
agreement

4. Select professional development 
activities that are informed by obser-
vational data

5. Demonstrate instructional practices 
that increase student engagement 
with staff

The final step is to coach and support 
teachers as they set goals toward improv-
ing. It is challenging work and it requires 
thoughtful use of our own teaching and 
mentoring capabilities, but the effort is 
worth it.

Brent Osborn began his career in Spokane 
Public Schools in 1999. He was National 
Science Teachers Association Innovative 
Teacher of the year in 2007. Brent has been 
principal at Lakeside High School in Nine 
Mile Falls School District since 2011.

Figure 2. Data collected for science teachers at NCHS from 2006-2008, N = 10 teachers. 
Each sample period includes at least 30 data collection events, conducted during the first 15 
minutes of class.

Figure 1. Engagement Data Survey

Passive 
choral or individual 

engagement

Covert 
class engagement, 

level known, compre-
hension unknown

Overt 
class engagement, 
level known, com-
prehension known

Evaluation 
Appraise, conclude, 
compare, contrast, 
explain

Synthesis 
Compose, generate, 
organize, create, relate, 
reorganize, summarize

Analysis 
Diagram, distinguish, 
identify, relate, outline 

Application 
Chnage, compute,  
discover, relate, outline 

Comprehension 
Convert, explain,  
paraphrase, rewrite, 
defend

Knowledge 
Define, describe, label, 
match, list, name, 
select

Notes 

Teacher: ___________________________  Data Collector:  __________________

Class: ________________________  Period:  _______  Date:  _________________
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