
 
 
 
 

Promoting Engagement and Comprehension 
 
 
 
 
 

Kevin Plummer, Ph.D. 
School Clinical & Consulting Services 

 
2017/18



 
Kevin Plummer, Ph.D.    School Clinical & Consulting Services 
 

Promoting Engagement and Comprehension 
 
 

Measuring and supporting student engagement is important in student programming. 
The effort put into designing lessons and teaching in general will have little benefit if the 
students aren't engaged. Furthermore, reporting on student academic progress, 
especially when progress is slower than expected, is meaningless without data on 
student engagement. Lack of student engagement not only leads to lack of academic 
progress, it also contributes significantly to student behavior problems and classroom 
disruption. Rather than applying more heavy-handed behavior management 
programming to deal with unruly behavior, we should consider extensive intervention to 
promote better student engagement.  
 
There are many student-specific reasons that students have trouble staying engaged, 
including, emotional, physical, cognitive and neurological factors. Many students need 
highly specific interventions, based on their challenges, to help them engage fully.  
 
 However, the focus of this article is on what can be done in the learning environment 
and in the delivery of the lesson to promote increased comprehension and engagement. 
Following is a list of guidelines that can be considered in an effort to increase 
engagement. It can be used as a checklist for staff self-evaluation and it can be used to 
document for others, who are not in the classroom, the organized effort to promote 
engagement. Also, at the end of this article there is a form for conducting observations 
of engagement. This form can measure the level of individual student engagement. 
 
 

Guidelines for Promoting Engagement and Comprehension 
 

Routine  * Routines are explicit, simple to follow and consistently used 
   * Expected behaviors and work habits are embedded in routines 
   * Routines are visually supported 
   * Routine is referred to often 
   * Routine is positively reinforced 
   * Routine is referenced as it is occurring 
   * Redirection and correction is done with reference to the routine 
   * Models (e.g., students) of the routine are identified in real time 
   * New material is introduced with familiar routines 
   * Whenever possible model routines after other successful routines 
 
Modeling  * Work habits and behavior is modeled 
   * Seating is nearby appropriate models 
   * Task is demonstrated 
   * Examples are shown 
 
Task challenge * Tasks/assignments are repeated for practice 
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* Tasks/assignments are repeated for increasing familiarity 
* Tasks/assignments are repeated for solidification 

   * Tasks are pre-taught individually prior to joining the group 
   * Tasks are taught in multi-sensory fashion, including kinesthetic 
   * High interest material is incorporated in the task 
   * Pace of the task matches student comprehension level 
   * Tasks are slowed to enable student to keep up 
   * Tasks are speeded up to avoid boredom 
   * Tasks are abbreviated to reduce challenging content 
   * Tasks are adjusted based on current level  of frustration 
   * Pieces of the task are practiced and then put together 
   * Task is divided into manageable chunks 
 
Group size  * Group size is adjusted to simplify focus 
   * Group size is adjusted to provide more opportunity 
   * Group size is adjusted to decrease distraction 
   * Group size is adjusted to decrease waiting 
   * Group provides social engagement opportunities 
   * Solitary working conditions provided when needed 
 
Distraction  * Distraction is minimized 
    Noise level 
    Nearby movement and activity 
    Visual stimuli 
   *Seating is away from distractions 
 
Motivation  * Incentives for completion of activity are provided 
   * Activation of reward thinking prior to activity 
   * Contingencies are made clear (first __, then __) 
   * Progress feedback is provided visually during the task 
   * Visually convey what to do, how much to do, how long to do it, 

   how much is left 
   * Meaningful encouragement and recognition provided 
   * Task is meaningful and satisfying 
   * Task provides an opportunity to show competence 
   * Task provides opportunity for student choice 
   * Task provides opportunity to experience success 
 
Communication * Vocabulary used to teach is in line with student ability 
   * Verbal presentation is supported with visual 
   * Verbal presentation is simplified when necessary 

* Verbal presentation is shortened when necessary 
* Communication is supported with nonverbal information (e.g.,       
  (gestures, examples) 
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Task tolerance * Task length is adjusted to reflect tolerance 
   * Task wait time is kept to a minimum 
   * Listening and language processing demands are reduced 
   * Abstract tasks are adjusted to provide a concrete focus 
   * The success to struggle ratio is adjusted to match tolerance 
   * Staff support is readily available based on tolerance 

 
Self-regulation * Breaks are used strategically 
   * Breaks effectively and reliably restore tolerance and focus 
   * Relief, fun, enjoyment is embedded in the daily schedule 
   * Movement and other sensory interventions provided 
 
Staff   * Attuned and connected with the student 
   * Highly engaged with the student and the task 

* Convey caring, sensitivity and warmth 
* Relationship with staff is viewed positively by student 

   * Conduct frequent comprehension checks 
   * Provide frequent authentic and evidence-based feedback 
   * Adjust communication based on comprehension 
   * Adjust interpersonal contact based on mood 
   * In close proximity to support when necessary 
   * Consistent experience provided across staff and situation 
 
Environment  * Distraction is kept to a minimum 
   * Clutter free, organized appearance 
   * Provides clear example of what you expect, what you want 

   to see  
   * Provides change of scene to promote alertness 
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Observational Measurement of Student Engagement* 
 
Body  Eyes on the work 
language Eyes on the speaker 

Body position oriented to the task 
Body position oriented to the speaker 
Head/face turned toward the speaker 

 
Physical Nearby distractions ignored 
disposition Stays in the area 

Body is contained and in control 
Affect is contained and in control 
Alert and energetic 

 
Response  Responds quickly and appropriately to name 
to direction Responds quickly and appropriately to direction/instruction 

Responds quickly and appropriately to a verbal prompt/reminder 
Responds quickly and appropriately to a visual prompt/reminder 

 
Work  Sustained listening to the speaker  
habits   Gets started without delay  

Task is moving toward completion at expected rate 
Works steadily without frequent pauses 
Works independently, without unnecessary help 

  Rate of prompting and redirecting is low 
Routines 

Follows classroom routines with minimal prompting 
Follows work routines 

 
Mood/  Expresses self-satisfaction 
affect  Mood brightens 
  Verbally states enjoyment, "I like this" 
  Smiles during task 
  Agreeable during task 
  Shows enthusiasm 

Interpersonal 
communication Nods acknowledgement 

Smiles when something is humorous 
Asks related questions 
Makes related comments 
Points to or shows teacher the work 
Gets help when needed 
Seeks support when frustrated 

 

0 a persistent problem 
1 minimal evidence of this 
2 sometimes does this 
3 often does this 
4 does this most of the time 
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*Only focus on the items in each category that pertain to the student and the  
situation. A category can receive a rating based on just the items that pertain.  
 


