
Motivated pupils means higher attainment

A quick guide 
to empowering 
teachers to boost 
engagement



A quick guide to empowering teachers to boost engagement 2

Contents

Introduction

What are the barriers to student engagement?

How teachers can empower students

Ideas for engagement

In conclusion

3

4

8

10

15



Introduction
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But for many reasons, student engagement can 
vary hugely; some engage naturally while others 
need some help, and individual students engage 
differently from subject to subject, day to day.

One thing is certain, optimising engagement levels 
is critically important not just for each student but for 
the remainder of the class and your school.

Pupil engagement can enhance 
learning and retention.
Your teachers are probably aware that their pupils learn 
more, retain information for longer and behave better 
when they’re fully engaged.
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What are the barriers to student engagement?

Engagement can impact their capacity for learning and 
progression. The more engaged the pupil, the more value 
they’ll get from their education, regardless of academic 
ability.

The spectrum of engagement extends from high levels of commitment at one end to outright rebellion 
at the other. Of course, each pupil, classroom, school and context is unique, but you’ll recognise some 
common indicators:

What does engagement look like?

Visible signs of engagement

Participation, co-operation, listening, 
responding

Willingness to work with fellow pupils

Perseverance despite challenges

Taking responsibility, self-regulating

Submitting work complete and on time

Well-developed social skills

Curiosity, concentration, inspiration

Reacting appropriately (laughter,  
surprise, etc.)

Visible signs of disengagement

Poor attendance, lateness, disinterest

Inability/refusal to try tasks

Giving up quickly, cheating

Difficulty organising work, blaming others

Choosing to sleep, play or disrupt instead

Hostility, aggression, destructiveness

Boredom, disaffection, rejection

Distress or withdrawal

edglossary.org

“Student engagement refers to the degree of attention,  
curiosity, interest, optimism, and passion that students  
show when they are learning or being taught.”
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What can prevent engagement?

It’s shaped in and out of school, and evolves 
continuously – which is good news, because that 
means your teachers can affect it. 

A pupil’s level of engagement is a function of a complex 
blend of cognitive, behavioural, social, physical and 
emotional factors.

Michael Fullan, author of the book Stratosphere: Integrating 
Technology, Pedagogy, and Change Knowledge noted 
that 95% of US students love kindergarten, but by the age 
of 14, only 37% enjoy school. “That’s a hell of a lot of 
disengaged students,” he says.

Engagement drop off in schools

It’s important to note that engagement is an 
issue for every pupil – including the most able. 
And each student’s level of engagement will shift 
from subject to subject, day to day, affected by 
external and internal factors.
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“95% of US students love 
kindergarten, but by the age of 
14, only 37% enjoy school.”

Michael Fullan
Stratosphere: Integrating Technology, Pedagogy, and Change Knowledge



•  No innate ability or interest in the topic at hand

•  Existing mastery of the subject or feeling  
under-stimulated

•  Difficulty learning or retaining information

•  Teaching method unsuited to individual learning 
preferences

•  Lack of encouragement and experience

•  Record of failure, poor attendance and/or  
poor behaviour

•  Inability to see relevance to real life

•  Inability to identify immediate intrinsic rewards

•  Lack of hope for the future

•  Problematic life outside of school

•  Lack of support and encouragement  
in/out of school

•  Physical, mental, emotional health problems

•  Hunger, dehydration, lack of sleep

•  Social isolation or relationship problems  
in/out of school
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14 negative influences on engagement:

It’s worth pointing out that engagement is more than 
motivation, because an engaged pupil is willing to do the 
work even if they’re not feeling especially motivated.

It also extends beyond simply accomplishing goals (such as passing a test), since disengaged students 
will return to disaffection afterwards. Any pupil can shift their place on the spectrum; even the most 
talented, wellbehaved pupils become disaffected in the wrong circumstances.
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How teachers can empower students

It’s about helping pupils to take greater 
responsibility for their learning, and to own it for 
themselves. Just as with systems of government, 
shifting the balance of power away from 
authoritarianism needn’t lead to anarchy, but to 
democracy.

In a traditional view of teaching, an educator at 
the front addresses pupils seated in facing rows; 
the students work from textbooks, learn by rote, 
and write longhand in exercise books. They rarely 
leave their seats and may not speak unless called 
upon. The modern view of teaching unpicks almost 
every word in that description: space can be 
arranged how and where teachers like; everyone 

Engagement grows when students are empowered. 
But that doesn’t mean your teachers just handing 
over control of the classroom: 

can move around, get into groups, discuss, share 
and use alternative resources – even outside of the 
classroom. And the textbook and exercise book 
are likely to be complemented by technology.

This loosening of rigidity means that life in the 
classroom becomes more akin to life beyond 
school, which feels more comfortable and relevant 
for pupils. And that’s more engaging for them. 
The more pupils feel they have the freedom to 
choose, to express themselves and to be heard, 
the more likely they are to engage responsibly with 
themselves, each other, their teachers  
and their learning.
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Life in the classroom 
becomes more akin 

to life beyond school, 
which feels more 
comfortable and 

relevant for pupils.
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Ideas for engagement

Pupils feel empowered when they can make 
choices, especially if they can pursue their own 
interests in their own learning styles. By shifting 
the focus towards the learning objective rather 
than the process, your teachers can let individual 
students choose which task to tackle, how to 
approach it, which resources and technologies 
to use, and how to present their findings (a report, 
poster, talk, video, webpage, etc). You provide the 
steer, rather than the answers. Your pupils will hone 
a wider range of skills, and learn from observing 
each other’s different approaches.

Place matters. Ever had a great idea in the  
shower or while driving? Consider how your space 
can be rearranged to get the most out of different 
tasks, such as planning, creating, discussing, 
investigating, presenting, reflecting. Pupils might 
stand, sit opposite each other, break into small 
groups, phone in from an adjacent room (e.g. in  
a role play), lead from the front, or move between 
rapid, timelimited tasks. You might take them out  
of the classroom or the school altogether.

Give pupils choices Move them around

Monotony is the enemy of engagement, so use 
change to keep things fresh. Approach subjects in 
a tangential or mysterious way; permit a degree of 
controversy. Take a creative approach to science, 
and a scientific approach to creativity. Ask lateral 
questions (‘When is language dangerous?’); and 
celebrate novelty, humour and the fantastical.

Surprise them
Creativity can engage pupils who have learning 
styles which differ from what’s traditionally 
expected for a subject. The point is to set the task, 
not to prescribe the approach. So students might 
roll and arrange clay beads to represent fractions, 
or write a short story of historical fiction. They might 
build their own working model of a pair of lungs, or 
act out the behaviour of a molecule.

Let them create
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The ‘flipped classroom’ approach asks student 
to cover the content at home in advance (often 
online), while the traditional homework tasks – or 
discussion and exploration – are done in class. This 
gives students more ownership over learning, and 
can make class time more fluid and dynamic.

Flip your classroom

Teach relevance, not just content: what are the 
practical applications of this learning? Connect 
the class with people who use particular skills in 
their careers or interests, and use case studies of 
how this knowledge helps in real life.

Contextualise their 
learning

Friendly competition can motivate individuals and 
also develop teamwork. Try introducing debating, 
or construction (such as which group can make 
the best Noah’s ark in 30 minutes using cardboard 
boxes and newspaper?). Enhance motivation 
and satisfaction by sharing the results beyond the 
classroom – perhaps with the rest of the school, 
the community, other schools, local businesses or 
industry experts.

Let them compete

Encourage collaboration by assigning roles to 
pupils in groups. Rotate the roles each time, so  
the same pupils aren’t always asked to lead,  
draw, write up or present.

Assign them roles
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01 New methods for old 
processes

02 Videoconferencing

03 Create short videos

•  Use new methods for old processes: encourage 
students to try replacing PowerPoint with a 
creative alternative like Prezi.com.

•  Skype is a free, easy way to do 
videoconferencing: you just need an internet 
connection and a screen. Why not connect 
with industry experts, other schools (local or 
overseas), universities or businesses?

•  Ask students to create short videos on 
smartphones or tablets: it’s relevant to life 
outside school, so they will be highly motivated. 
They can upload their videos to a private area 
in YouTube, and view each other’s work.

Eight simple technologies to 
engage pupils

04 Digital posters

05 Click-and-drag

•  Glogster and Canva let pupils create digital 
posters with photos, videos and text: It’s web-
based with an easy choose-and-click interface, 
and students can share their work using an 
emailed or texted web link.

•  Click-and-drag web-based programmes like 
Wix and Google Sites: these let students create 
webpages to demonstrate their learning.

https://prezi.com/
https://www.skype.com/en/
https://www.youtube.com
https://www.glogster.com/
https://www.canva.com/
http://www.wix.com/
https://apps.google.com/intx/en_uk/products/sites/
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07 Polling

08 Content sharing

•  Use free smartphone apps like Show of Hands for instantly polling your students on any topic, 
anonymously (and they’ll enjoy using their mobiles in class): Approaches might include: ‘Who thinks 
capital punishment is legitimate?’, or ‘Which of the following answers is correct?’, or ‘How much did 
you enjoy that approach?’. You can easily try it out on your own smartphone in advance!

•  Cloud-based software on your front-of-class edtech like Promethean’s ActivPanel lets content flow 
dynamically between your teachers and their pupils’ devices. It enhances student collaboration,  
lets your teachers customise learning for individuals and groups, and delivers faster, accurate  
assessment and evaluation.

06 Class blog
•  Start a class blog online, with students taking it in turns to contribute: If you’re not sure how, set your 

pupils the task of finding out!

https://www.showofhands.com/
https://www.prometheanworld.com/gb/products/interactive-displays/activpanel/
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However, a front-of-class display like ActivPanel 
brings classroom content and collaboration 
together into one engaging, front-of-class solution, 
creating a captivating, tablet-like experience.

•  Deliver interactive lessons with dynamic 
information flow between teacher and student 
devices (e.g. tablets, notebooks, laptops, 
Chromebooks, etc.)

•  Share digital content such as videos and 
images, quickly and easily.

•  Customise content, tasks and lessons with free, 
accompanying software — ActivInspire and 
ClassFlow.

Your teachers can use an ActivPanel to:

About ActivPanel

•  Create interactive lessons, polls, quizzes and 
team-based activities directly on the panel.

•  Share learning in real-time with the whole class, 
increasing discussion and participation.

•  Allow pupils to learn the way they do at home, 
extending learning beyond the classroom and 
instilling independent problem-solving skills.

With an ActivPanel, all students can collaborate 
together, and teachers can assess their work in real 
time. Since the ActivPanel makes learning much 
more fun, pupils engage more and their learning 
‘sticks’ – and it’s easier for teachers to gauge the 
impact of their lessons.

Personal computing is sometimes considered too 
personal, with students working in standalone ‘silos’. 



As you’ll have seen, there are no hard and fast 
rules. It’s about encouraging your teachers to 
make lots of small, incremental changes rather 
than a single sea-change. By varying your school’s 
approaches to space, choice, technology, 
learning and presentation, you can give teachers 
more tools for inspiring and engaging their 
students, encouraging them to take responsibility 
for their own learning.

Students won’t all be 100% engaged 100% of the 
time, but the variety means that each session will 
be especially enjoyable for different individuals. In 

Start rationalising your 
school’s technology 
today find out more 
about ActivPanel

all of this, encourage teachers to ask their pupils 
what worked best for them, using polls or focus 
groups. Retention is also an excellent measure of 
the effectiveness of an approach.
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In conclusion

https://www.prometheanworld.com/gb/products/interactive-displays/activpanel/
https://www.prometheanworld.com/gb/products/interactive-displays/activpanel/


About Promethean

At Promethean, we’re focused on providing inspiring and engaging digital 
tools that redefine the modern classroom. We design interactive, award-
winning education technology, including the revolutionary front of class 
display ActivPanel that allows educators to enhance their teaching methods 
and improve attainment across their schools. 

Our content hub, ResourcEd, provides in-depth analysis of the current 
education landscape for teachers, SMTs and education leaders. We discuss 
everything from holistic strategic insight to practical tips that staff can 
implement quickly and easily. 

To find out more about Promethean or our education technologies, visit the 
Promethean World website. Or get in touch: 

Phone
+44(0) 1254 298598

Email
info@prometheanworld.com

Address
Promethean House, 
Lower Philips Rd, 
Whitebirk Industrial Estate, 
Blackburn BB1 5TH

Why not share this piece with your colleagues or staff? 

https://www.prometheanworld.com/gb/products/interactive-displays/activpanel/
https://www.prometheanworld.com/gb/products/interactive-displays/activpanel/
https://resourced.prometheanworld.com/?utm_campaign=16q2-modernlearning&utm_source=pardot&utm_medium=email&utm_content=engagement
https://www.prometheanworld.com/gb/
https://www.prometheanworld.com/gb/
mailto:?subject=A%20Quick%20Guide%20to%20Empowering%20Teachers%20to%20Boost%20Engagement&body=I%20just%20read%20this%20guide%20from%20Promethean,%20and%20I%20thought%20you%20might%20be%20interested%20in%20reading%20it%3A%0Ahttp://www2.prometheanworld.com/engagement

