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DESIGNING ENGAGING LEARNING ACTIVITIES  
with student perceptions in mind. 

 
STUDENT ENGAGEMENT STUDY SUMMARY, HYPOTHESIS, & TARGETED QUESTIONS 

 
 
The needs of today's students in the 21st century present a significant and unique challenge. Never before 
have educators been confronted with so many questions about what is essential to learn, with such a short 
amount of time in which to learn it.  
 
Consideration of student perceptions of levels of engagement, when selecting learning activities and 
targeting student-centered accountability practices, are directly linked to the quality of learning experiences 
and outcomes.  
 
Teachers, acting as facilitators, are in a better position to motivate students to take responsibility for problem 
solving whatever obstacles may exist in achieving desired learning outcomes. Student-centered 
accountability practices can actively challenge students to want to track and respond to ongoing feedback 
throughout their learning process. 
 

1.  Why should educators care about “today’s” student perceptions of 
levels of engagement? The world has changed, as have our students. We now 
live in a global culture and economy that is dependent on technology. While 
some students have embraced the change, others have become disengaged. 
Teachers need to understand that today's learners want to make sense of the 
world, and need to find meaning in the educational environment in order to 
support their beliefs, values, interests, and goals. 

 
2.  How can reflecting on “today’s” student context help teachers support learner needs? 
Instructional approaches must connect learning activities to what is known to be contextually relevant to 
the learner. The relationship between the teacher and a student is the foundation of the student-centered 
classroom. In essence, relevance sets the stage for learning. 
 
3.  How can educators ascertain student perceptions of levels of engagement in a task or activity? 
The purpose of students going to school is – to learn how to learn, discover an intrinsic sense of value in 
the curriculum, and actively invest in daily learning experiences in order to accomplish greater outcomes. 
The question is, what are the essential components to engaging today’s 21

st
 century learners? 

 
4.  How can student perceptions be used to help design learning activities? Using student-centered 
instructional practices, such as considering a learner’s perception, offering relevant connections to 
curriculum content, student interaction, and student-centered accountability, can offer key insights when 
teachers select learning activities and assess student growth for learning. If students are motivated and 
engaged in their learning process, they are more likely to want to learn what they need to know, perform 
tasks they need to be able to do, and transfer their understandings into new situations.  
 
5.  How might student-centered instructional and accountability practices impact learning 
outcomes? To successfully guide today’s students to become motivated to produce meaningful learning 
outcomes, it is critical for educators to be mindful of students’ perceptions of levels of engagement and 
encourage learners to become responsible for tracking their own learning progress. To be prepared and 
effectively compete for jobs in a global economy, students will be expected to be well versed in creativity, 
innovation, abstract thinking, self-discipline, and organization to see work to completion, and the ability to 
function well as a member of a team. (Millen, Greenleaf, Wells-Papanek, & Orvis, 2007).  
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PURPOSE & SCOPE OF STUDENT ENGAGEMENT LITERATURE REVIEW 1.0 

 
 
This literature review is an embedded component of my graduate coursework at 
National-Louis University within the Curriculum and Instruction Design Program 
with multiple intended applications. This student engagement study and associated 
literature reviews are a work in progress, with each application experience there 
will be revisions. Initial research will focus on the context of today’s students, 
followed by a series of student engagement professional development workshops, 
as well as student-centered employment opportunities. 
 
The scope of Version 1.0 of this literature review is limited to targeted questions 1, 2, and 3. This version 
will help to prepare for upcoming action research fieldwork at a local high school. I will be working with a 
targeted set of students to produce a series of visualizations and articulations to capture their perceived 
levels of engagement in their daily learning activities. To become aware of the context of today’s learners, 
it is critical to identify attributes of student mindsets, dispositions, and readiness to learn with respect to the 
curriculum and instructional approaches. We are searching for patterns, trends, and a sense of student 
voice in order to better understand and support their learning needs. Over the last several years at the 
high school, the student landscape has significantly changed in terms of the number of learners who are 
actively motivated to pursue higher education and achieve future learning related aspirations. According to 
the high school’s 2008 Illinois Prairie State Achievement Examination results, the needs of approximately 
37.5% of 3,990 participating students (total student body: 4,200) are not currently being successfully 
supported (Interactive Illinois Report Card, 2008). 
 
The goals of the high school Student Engagement Study are to:  

� Interview teachers and students to develop qualitative student-driven digital stories 

� Observe and gather teacher and student quantitative data on engagement and disposition 

� Process data findings with teachers and students to refine student engagement digital stories. 

 
 

INTRODUCTION 

1.  Why should educators care about “today’s” students perceptions of levels of engagement? 
 
 
The world has changed, as have our students. We now live in a global culture and economy that is 
dependent on technology. While some students have embraced the change, others have become 
disengaged. Teachers need to understand that today's learners want to make sense of the world, and 
need to find meaning in the educational environment in order to support their beliefs, values, interests, 
and goals. 

Stewart (2007) provides the following compelling comments: 

“In a world in which knowledge is changing rapidly and technology is providing 
access to vast amounts of information, our challenge is not merely to give students 
more facts about geography, customs, or particular conflicts. Rather, our challenge is 
to hone students' critical-thinking skills and to familiarize students with key concepts 
that they can apply to new situations. In this way, they can make sense of the 
explosion of information from different sources around the world and put factual 
information into perspective and context. Only then can this information become 
meaningful.” 
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CONTEXTUAL OVERVIEW 

2.  How can reflecting on “today’s” student context help teachers support learner needs?  
 
 
Instructional approaches must connect learning activities to what is known to be contextually relevant to 
the learner. Caine & Caine (2006) urge educators to consider “The best way to combine academic 
learning and natural learning is to create environments in which each student can pursue relevant 
questions while keeping curriculum goals in sight.” The relationship between the teacher and a student is 
the foundation of the student-centered classroom. In essence, relevance sets the stage for learning. 
 
Levine (2006) clearly articulates: 

We need to end the old argument about whether teaching is a profession like law and 
medicine, requiring substantial education before one enters practice, or a craft like 
journalism to be learned on the job. Teaching is a profession. It requires deep content 
knowledge, a familiarity with ways to teach that knowledge effectively, and an 
understanding of how young people learn and grow. 

 
According to the U.S. Department of Education website, the average age of today’s teachers is 42.5 
(2004). The context of when and how today’s teachers were educated is significantly different from their 
students. As teachers assess readiness to learn, it is critical to understand their students’ mindsets and 
dispositions both inside the classroom and beyond in “real” life. A large number of students today lack the 
motivation to engage in their learning process and do not aspire to pursue higher education.  
 
Bottoms (2006) challenges educators to reflect on student motivation: 

Rigor can only take students so far. For many students, if they cannot see a reason for 
learning academic content, they either dropout mentally or leave school[ing] 
altogether. When students encounter classes that are meaningful and relate directly to 
their future… achievement rises. 

 
Today we live in a globally diverse culture and economy where differentiated instruction is a must, not a 
option. If teachers act as facilitators of knowledge and application, rather than providers of information 
through direct instruction, students are more likely to become motivated and therefore take responsibility 
for problem solving whatever obstacles may exist in achieving desired learning outcomes. 
 
The National Education Goals Panel (1993) paints the following picture: 

For the most part, the American education system has succeeded in preparing 
generations of students for a place in American society. Where it did not the economy 
had a place for people who were willing to work hard even without the skills of 
formal schooling. The demands of today’s society are different. We need graduates 
that can compete in the global economy. We need adults who can use the knowledge 
and skills they acquire in school to deal with the complex issues of their own 
communities and of the world. 

 
To elaborate on the critical lense of context, the following is a brief inventory of current events that 
occurred in 1961 – when the majority of today’s teachers were born, and then again in 1979 when they 
graduated from high school. In contrast, a similar inventory is included of today’s students who were born 
in 1991, and will be graduating in 2009. Included are facts such as the cost of a new home, yearly income, 
value of a new car, price of gas, technological innovations, entertainment, and world events. 
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The majority of today’s educators were born in the year 1961. As 

documented on The People History website (2009), a new home cost $12,500, 

yearly income was $5,300, the cost a new car was $2,850, and gas was 27 

cents per gallon. Television shows of interest were Mister Ed, The Adventures, 

and I Love Lucy. Popular movies included The Parent Trap, 101 Dalmatians, 

and West Side Story. Elvis Presley was a hit and teenagers were dancing to the 

Jerk, the Frug, and the Pony. This year marked the first human to travel into 

space, TWA showed the first in-flight movie, and IBM introduced the Selectric 

typewriter. The world was in a cold war, Americans built bomb shelters, and the 

civil rights movement was hopeful of integration despite intense race riots.  

 

By the time today’s teachers graduated from high school in 1979, the price 

of a new home was $58,100 (4.6 times 1961). Yearly income was $17,500 (3.3 

times 1961). The cost of new car was $3,800 (1.3 times 1961), and a gallon of 

gas was 86 cents (3.2 times 1961). The first oil price crisis caused a panic 

buying with a record high of $24 the price per barrel. Television shows such as 

The Waltons, Happy Days, and The Little House on the Prairie were standards. 

Popular movies included Every Which Way But Loose, Rosemary’s Baby, and 

Easy Rider. Teens were listening to the music of Michael Jackson, Rod Stewart, and Pink Floyd. Personally accessible 

technology was introduced with the Sony Walkman and cost $200.00. Communist supporters organized a march and 

white supremists killed five marchers, the Three Mile Island nuclear accident caused dangerous radioactive materials 

to be released into the atmosphere, and China instituted the one child per family rule to help control it's exploding 

population. 

 

Today’s high school seniors were born in 1991. Compared to their 

teachers the price of a new house was $120,000 (2.1 times 1961). Yearly 

income rose to $29,400 (1.7 times 1961). A new car cost $14,000 (3.7 times 

1961). Gas cost $1.12 per gallon (1.3 times 1961). These students were born 

watching television shows such as Seinfeld, The Cosby Show, and Beavis and 

Butt-head. Popular movies were Terminator 2: Judgment Day, The Silence of 

the Lambs, and Thelma & Louise. Hit musicians were Pearl Jam, Whitney 

Houston, and Phil Collins. The internet was available to approximately 1 million 

computers on the net, Microsoft released MS Dos 5.0, and substantial shifts 

were observed in the Arctic and tropical rainforests. Fifty percent of India’s population was living at or below the 

poverty line while in the United States the Dow Jones average topped 3,000 for the first time. A University of Iowa 

student went on a rampage and killed five people. Police brutality was the focus in the Rodney King arrest case. The 

Soviet Union officially ceased to exist and Apartheid was dismantled in South Africa. 

 

Today’s 2009 graduating high school students compared to their teachers, 

according to the U.S. Census Bureau (2007-2008), find the average price of a 

new home is $313,600 (2.6 times 1991). Yearly income is $50,230 (1.7 times 

1991). A new car costs $25,000 (1.8 times 1991). Within a months time, gas 

prices have ranged from $1.50 per $5.00 per gallon (1.3 to 4.5 times 1991). Oil 

prices have varied from $45.00 per barrel to over $100. Actual 2009 data is 

volatile given the current housing, automotive, and economic crisis’s. High 

school graduates watch television programs such as Heros, House, and Lost. 

Popular movies include Slumdog Millionaire, Milk, and The Reader. Current popular musicians are Taylor Swift, 

AC/DC, and Lil Wayne. Personally accessible technology is ubiquitous in society around the globe. Google Search, 

Google Maps, Smart phones, iPods, Texting, YouTube, Facebook, LinkedIn, iChat, handheld GPS devices did not 

exist ten years ago – however, this technology now seems to be indispensible. For the first time in the history of the 

United States, a president of color is in office, the federal government has promised the auto industry billions of 

dollars in aid, unemployment rates are the highest rate since 1974, and the United States Postal Service is in 

financial turmoil and faced with the reality of discontinuing Saturday deliveries. 
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This situational inventory illustrates the sizeable differences between the contexts of today’s teachers as 
learners compared to the graduating seniors of 2009. Without a doubt, where and how we live, our 
employment compensation, the modes of transportation we use, what we do in our free time, innovation 
and technology, and world events all have a significant impact on our beliefs, values, interests, and goals.  
 

Today’s teachers grew up in a culture in the 60’s and surrounded by idols such as I Love 
Lucy, West Side Story, and Elvis Presley. The perceived threat of communism was real 
even in the minds of kindergartners. Martin Luther King, along with many others, risked 
their lives to take a stand and fight for the rights of all people of color in a non-violent 
ways. Television networks documented these events and marketed their perspectives for 
the entire world to see. By the time today’s teachers graduated from high school, their 

context had shifted focus to the risks of our dependency on foreign oil and nuclear accidents. Television 
continued to portray a carefree way of living with shows such as Happy Days and The Little House on the 
Prairie. The movie industry on the other hand, began to experiment with a counterculture approach to 
films such as Rosemary’s Baby and Easy Rider. The music business promoted progressive and 
philosophical lyrics from the likes of Pink Floyd with Another Brick on the Wall. The Sony Walkman was a 
turning point in listening to music and technology in general on a personal level. 
 

By the time today’s graduating seniors were born in the 90’s, media had taken on a bold 
and provocative voice. MTV created a stark and alternative venue to watching 
commercial stations. Beavis and Butt-head offered a sarcastic conversation between two 
boys fantasizing about their sex and masculinity. Thelma & Louise gave women license 
to break the rules and escape from their troubled lives. The internet unleashed a mode of 
communication that would forever change the way we think, communicate, and make 

decisions. Whitney Houston opened doors for women of color to aspire to embrace success. In harsh 
contrast, India was diving deeper into poverty, despite the exploding economic boon in the United States. 
Freedom of expression brought an extended face to the media, students were killing other students, and 
national television openly broadcasted evidence of police brutality. Fast forward to today’s students, they 
are graduating from high school at a time when foreign oil is far more than a panic, and technology is light 
years beyond the Walkman. Racial discrimination and poverty has progressed and regressed at the same 
time. The economy of the United States, and the majority of the rest of the world, are in a state of turmoil 
and faced with the reality of reliving the Great Depression. 
 

Understanding the contextual similarities and differences of how teachers today learned 
and experienced the world compared with their students is fundamental to educating 
today’s learners. While today’s teachers and students share some common context, it is 
vital for today’s teachers to recognize their students’ considerable divergent and 
conflicting beliefs, values, interests, and goals. Today’s teachers were raised to believe 

in the American Dream where everyone, regardless of class, religion, race, or ethnic group, had the 
opportunity to receive an education, pursue their goals and work hard to achieve greater outcomes than 
their parents were. Today’s students on the other hand are being raised during a time of disbelieve. In 
2006, a CNN poll found that more than half of those surveyed, 54 percent, considered the American 
Dream unachievable. 
 

This relative accounting of today’s students is a small sample of what is going on within 
our complex society of learners today. The upcoming contextual student voice study high 
school study will take these facts and thoughts to a individual and qualitative research 
level. I will have the opportunity to interview a spectrum of today’s students to learn their 

views on what is important to them and their future. They will share their perspective on the influences of 
the media, technology and innovation, the economy, and worldwide events. I am eager to listen, learn, 
understand, and help them visualize and articulate their story. We will explore what they believe in, the 
parts of life they value, the interests they hold close, and whatever their goals maybe for the future. Our 
constitution states everyone has the right to an education. How can educators apply and expand on these 
understandings to engage and motivate all of today’s students? 
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STUDENT VOICE & INSIGHTS INTO STUDENT-CENTERED LEARNING 

3.  How can educators ascertain student perceptions of levels of engagement in a task or activity?  
 
 
The purpose of students going to school is – to learn how to learn, discover an intrinsic sense of value in 
the curriculum, and actively want to invest in their daily learning experiences in order to accomplish 
greater outcomes. The question is from a student’s perspective, what are the essential components to 
engaging today’s 21

st
 century learners? 

 
Recent brain research says it is important for students to connect life experiences with new learning. In 
order for learning to go beyond rote memorization, students must perceive content and concepts to be 
useful and worth investing the effort to make sense out of the lesson. If the learner can relate to the 
content, then they are more likely to retain and recall the information. Willis (2006) describes the 
importance of Relevance in how the brain forms long-term memory.  
 

Any new information must enter the brain through [the senses.] …The information 
travels through [initial pathways] to the limbic system. After first entering the 
hippocampus messages are sent to the prefrontal lobe storage areas… to reactivate 
any potentially related memories stored there. …previously stored, related memories 
can be activated and sent to [appropriate areas] where they are connected to the new 
information to build relational memories [requiring meaning in order to pass through]. 
The brain then makes the conscious connections between these stored memories and 
the new information, and forms a new integrated memory for storage in the frontal 
lobe. 
 

If teachers relate the context of their students’ life experiences with the curriculum, then learners are more 
available to make conscious connections to attend. The limbic system and hippocampus direct our 
emotional learning system and serves as the gateway to the path of long-term memory. With each 
memory we hold, there is an emotional attachment to prior knowledge and experience. If the pathway is 
open, then the brain actively tries to sort out content, relate, and engage in a learning process.  
 
Once teachers have the students’ attention, the next step is maintaining their interest, motivation, and 
disposition of engagement. Research says when students have control of their educational experiences, 
their ability to learn and retain the material increases. Today’s students are culturally diverse. Accepting, 
respecting, and responding to each learner’s unique contextual differences, learning styles, and 
readiness to learn is not an easy task by any means. Teachers need to provide options for students to 
show evidence of their learning and match the learning process to the abilities and experiences of the 
learners. Reeves (2006) advocates Choice as an essential component to motivating student to become 
and stay engaged in their learning. 
 

A recurring theme of the research on motivation is choice. This does not mean that 
students have the choice of whether to engage in the assigned work, but it does mean 
that effective teachers can provide choices of how students engage in the work. 
 

Caine and Caine (2006) support student choice by reminding us that learners make thousands of 
decisions every moment.  
 

Humans have a biological imperative to make decisions in the moment. All students 
make thousands of moment-to-moment decisions; …Decisions making capabilities 
are built into the brain, and they are invoked when students ask genuine questions 
focused on what matters to them. Such decision making can naturally lead to the 
development of new knowledge. 
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Integrating student choice into instruction may seem somewhat unsettling to some educators. Reeves 
(2006) points out, students are not choosing if they are going to engage in the assignment work, rather it 
is providing learners options of how to show of evidence of their learning. Caine and Caine (2006) 
reassures teachers that students are more than capable of focusing and attending to something that 
matters to them, which in turn leads to the development of new knowledge. Teachers acting as facilitators 
and clarifying how learning activities are directly linked to learning outcomes, can empower students to 
take charge and make decisions about how they learn. When teachers share the learning framework and 
deliver timely and frequent feedback, students become more responsible for gathering their own 
knowledge, rather than being supplied facts.  
 
Learning is a social process. Research indicates our personal identity is reflective, how we are perceived 
and treated by others largely determines how we see ourselves. Student-to-student interactions in pairs or 
small groups honor the importance of social relationships, the need to belong, and the feeling of being 
connected. Active engagement through collaboration, articulation, and inquiry prompts individuals to 
challenge their existing learning capacity and strive for acquiring new knowledge and skills. Given (2002) 
states Interaction is inherent in our social nature. 
 

A school must be a community of learners… with rituals designed to embrace each 
student into group membership; it cannot be just a place where students are obligated 
to spend time. …Our personal identity is derived from the way in which we are 
perceived and treated by other members of our groups. We learn, work, worship, and 
play in groups. As humans we have an inherent social nature. 

 
Using the social construct of the classroom as a teaching and learning tool embraces the reality that we 
all have different perspectives on learning. Creating a classroom climate that invites students to connect 
their experiences and histories with the new learning, reflect on others viewpoints, and communicate – all 
enhance the motivation to learn. 
 
To sustain student motivation and responsible learning, it is vital to share expectations at the beginning of 
the unit of study and engage in ongoing feedback throughout the learning process. If the goal is for 
learners to take responsibilities for their learning and transfer understandings into new situations, then 
teachers must provide clear descriptions of key knowledge and skills. Danielson (2003) expresses 
effective student learning feedback in terms of formative Assessment that supports learning, not high 
stakes tests. 
 

Educators who want to ensure student learning must make use of formative 
assessment and feedback. Formative assessments are standards-based but have as 
their sole purpose student learning; There are no immediate consequences for poor 
performance ~ thus no high stakes. These are designed only to support learning. 

 
The context of today’s students, text-based curriculum no longer supports learner needs. The first step to 
implementing a student-centered classroom is an awareness and understanding of how students perceive 
learning activities. Students, like teachers, make choices everyday. If students perceive learning to be 
important, then they will engage, attend, and choose to invest in the activity. Instruction must incorporate 
real-life application of learning, performance-based assessments, and opportunity for choice. Millen, et. al. 
(2007) asks insightful questions into how students perceive their learning experiences. 

 Engagement In what ways do your students attribute importance to what they are learning?  

 Relevance Are your students doing work they find interesting and useful to them?  

 Choice When do they have a choice about ways to accomplish identified learning outcomes?  

 Interaction In what ways do your students work with others as part of classroom activities?  

 Assessment What forms / types of evidence of learning do they produce?  
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CONCLUSION 

What have I learned? 
 
 
For the past ten years, I have been learning how to learn all over again. It started with my son, who has 
learning differences – turns out his teachers were struggling to support his learning needs. Consequently, 
I immersed myself in research on how and why we learn, which eventually led to co-authoring five 
student-centered books on learning. Now I am about to complete my M.Ed. degree in curriculum and 
instruction design. Going back to school has been a wonderful experience and has resulted in two 
significant outcomes. First, I have discovered a relentless love of learning how to motivate and engage 
students to become responsible for their own learning process. Second, I am excited and challenged by 
the endless opportunities that lie ahead to embrace action research within the context of today’s learners.  
 
My preliminary motivations for studying student engagement are multi-faceted. Initially, the idea presented 
itself through a sense of frustration that then soon transformed into an intense desire to investigate the 
problem and challenge myself to learn more.  

 
The initial source of frustration stemmed from a conversation in my 
Instructional Decision Making course. Most of the teachers in the room 
(including our professor) used trial and error as their preferred method 
of choice when select learning activities. The following analogy comes 
to mind: it is like going to your toolbox and pulling out a wrench to drive 
a nail into a piece of wood. It works, but not as effective or efficient as a 
hammer. If educators have an effective understanding of their students’ 
needs and perceptions of levels of engagement, it is my belief, they will 
know in advance to opt for the hammer rather than the wrench. 

 
Primed to investigate this dilemma, I was fortunate to have conducted a 
one-month student engagement study with 100 middle school language 
arts students. In the beginning, the teacher was confident her existing 
instructional practices were fine as they were, however as the study 
progressed, she learned to appreciate the students processing and 
reflecting on their own learning. The students were more than eager to 
share their thoughts and ideas of how to transform their learning 
activities to be more relevant and meaningful experiences. The teacher 
acknowledged their feedback and promised to consider their input in 

planning the next unit of study. The findings of this research demonstrated a misalignment between the 
teacher’s perceptions of her students’ disposition towards the learning activities. The teacher perceived 
the students’ final levels of engagement to be 4.5 on a 5-point scale, where the students ranked their 
disposition at 2.8. Clearly, there was a discrepancy between what the teacher believed prior, during, and 
after instruction compared to the students. 

 
In the fall of 2008, I was a guest professor at the University of Illinois at 
Chicago and taught a graduate course on creating sustainable social 
change. Of the 21 design students, more than half were from a foreign 
country and planned to return upon graduation. The curriculum design 
embraced interactive engagement, project-based learning, collaborative 
learning communities, and social inquiry. Several of the students shifted 
their thesis topic as result of their learning experiences. My experiences 
with these diverse and creative students were invaluable and provided 
meaningful insight into designing student-centered classrooms.  
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PREPARATION FOR STUDENT ENGAGEMENT LITERATURE REVIEW 2.0 AND BEYOND 

Next steps… 
 
 
Post 1.0 plans will bring about several new learning opportunities. The context/voice pilot high school 
study will provide a window into the minds and hearts of today’s students. The goal is to offer students a 
safe medium in which they can share their voice, beliefs, values, interests, and goals with their teachers. 
It is my hope their voices will be heard, eyes will become open to these learners’ needs, thus supporting a 
stronger relationship and connection between teachers’ perception and students’ disposition towards 
learning experiences. Depending on the outcomes of these initial steps, perhaps there will be interest to 
take these findings to the next level to integrate this knowledge and practices into student-centered 
classrooms. Once I have completed my M.Ed. in June, I look forward to a potential collaborative 
relationship with National-Louis University’s Center for Practitioner Research to offer professional 
development student engagement workshops. In addition, I will continue to refine and deliver intensive 
workshops on creating meaningful and sustainable social change with & for the design community, etc. 
 
Creating social change is a challenging and sometimes disconcerting endeavor. We live in a progression 
of patterns, actions, and behaviors based on our evolving needs. Within the disciplines of education, the 
desire to change is becoming greater than the need to maintain status quo. The needs of today’s learners 
are causing teachers to reflect, acquire new skills, and develop curriculum through a student-centered 
framework. The goal is to adopt new orientations to design a process where teaching and learning 
purposefully intersect. Teachers acting as facilitators can empower students to take responsibility for 
problem solving whatever obstacles may exist in achieving desired learning outcomes. Students will 
actively want to track and respond to ongoing feedback throughout their learning process. Below are 
questions 4 and 5 for the 2.0 version of this Literature Review. 
 

4.  How can student perceptions be used to help design learning activities?  

Using student-centered instructional practices, such as considering a learner’s perception, 

offering relevant connections to curriculum content, student interaction, and student-

centered accountability, can offer key insights when teachers select learning activities and 

assess student growth for learning. If students are motivated and engaged in their learning 

process, they are more likely to want to learn what they need to know, perform tasks they 

need to be able to do, and transfer their understandings into new situations.  

 

5. How might student-centered instructional and accountability practices impact 

learning outcomes?  

To successfully guide today’s students to become motivated to produce meaningful learning 

outcomes, it is critical for educators to be mindful of students’ perceptions of levels of 

engagement and encourage learners to become responsible for tracking their own learning 

progress. To be prepared and effectively compete for jobs in a global economy, students will 

be expected to be well versed in creativity, innovation, abstract thinking, self-discipline, and 

organization to see work to completion, and the ability to function well as a member of a 

team. (Millen, Greenleaf, Wells-Papanek, & Orvis, 2007). 

 
Looking ahead ten years from now, I will know I have succeeded in my action research learning 
experiences, if students are actively conversing with their teachers about what learning activities they 
consider to be engaging. Teachers will be more conscious of when they use a strategy, and what and why 
caused their students to become engaged from their point of view. As a whole, teachers will consider how 
their students process their work and will actively wonder how to engage them in the curriculum to 
improve and sustain student achievement outcomes. This is a substantial departure from trial and error – 
the underlying motivator of this research. 



4/7/2009 NLU Action Research Independent Study :: Literature Review :: Doris Wells-Papanek 11 

DESIGNING ENGAGING LEARNING ACTIVITIES  
with student perceptions in mind. 

REFERENCES 

Books and articles worth reading. 

 

VERSION 1.0 :: LITERATURE REVIEW CITATIONS 

Bottoms, G. (2006). Closing the achievement gap. Southern Regional Education Board, High Schools That Work, 21. 

Caine, R. & Caine, G. (2006). The way we learn. Education Leadership, 64 (1). 

Caro-Bruce, C., et. al. (1007). Creating equitable classrooms through action research. Corwin Press. 

Danielson, C. (2003). Enhancing student achievement: A framework for school improvement. Association for Supervision and 
Curriculum Development. 

Warren Township High School 2008 AYP Report. (2008, October 31). Illinois State Board of Education. Retrieved October, 31 
2008, from Interactive Illinois Report Card Website: http://iirc.niu.edu/School/ 

Given, B. K. (2000). Learning styles: A guide for teachers and parents. Learning Forum Publications. 

Given, B. K. (2002). Teaching to the brain’s natural learning systems. Association for Supervision and Curriculum Development. 

Millen, et. al. (2007). Engaging today’s students: What all teachers need to know & be able to do. Greenleaf & Papanek Publications. 

Promises to keep: Creating high standards for American students. (1993, November). National Education Goals Panel. Retrieved 
March 15, 2009, from National Education Goals Panel Website: http://govinfo.library.unt.edu/negp/page9-3.htm 

(2009). Retrieved March 11, 2009, from The People History Website: http://www.thepeoplehistory.com/  

Reeves, D. (2006). Five top tips to improve student engagement. Center for Performance Assessment. CPA-00011680. 

Steward, V. (2007). Becoming citizens of the world: The prepaid graduate. Education Leadership, 64 (7) 7. 

The University of Sydney, Learning Solutions on Change Management. Retrieved March 15, 2009, from National Education Goals 
Panel Web site: http://www.usyd.edu.au/learningsolutions/index.shtml 

(2007-2008). Retrieved March 11, 2009, from United States Department of Education Website: 
http://www.ed.gov/rschstat/landing.jhtml  

(2007-2008). Retrieved March 11, 2009, from United States Census Bureau Web site: http://www.census.gov/  

Willis, J. (2007). Brain-friendly strategies for inclusion the classroom. Association for Supervision and Curriculum Development.  

Willis, J. (2006). Research-based strategies to ignite student learning. Association for Supervision and Curriculum Development. 

 

 



4/7/2009 NLU Action Research Independent Study :: Literature Review :: Doris Wells-Papanek 12 

DESIGNING ENGAGING LEARNING ACTIVITIES  
with student perceptions in mind. 

 

VERSION 2.0 :: LITERATURE REVIEW CITATIONS IN PROCESS 

Black, Paul & Wiliam, Dylan. (1998). Inside the black box: raising standards through classroom assessment. Phi Delta Kappan. 

Csikszentmihalyi, M. (1990). Flow: The psychology of optimal experience. Harper & Row.  

Csikszentmihalyi, et. al. (1997). Talented teenagers: The roots of success & failure. Cambridge University Press. 

De Pietro, S., & Dokter, E., (2006). Storytelling: Tales of inquiry and critical discovery through the disciplines. International Society 
for Exploring Teaching and Learning Conference, Atlanta, October 2007. 

Dewey, J. (1933). How we think. Health and Company. 

DuFour, R., & Eaker, R. (1998). Professional learning communities at work: Best practices for enhancing student achievement. 

National Educational Service. 

Garner, B. K. (2007). Getting to “Got it!” : Helping struggling students learn how to learn. Association for Supervision and 
Curriculum Development. 

Greenleaf, R. K. (2005). Creating & changing mindsets: Movies of the mind. Greenleaf & Papanek Publications. 

Greenleaf, R. K. (2005). Brain-based teaching: Making connections for long-term memory & recall. Greenleaf & Papanek 
Publications. 

Greenleaf, R. K. (2008). Formative assessment micro-feedback loops: Using the student-centered accountability for learning 
process. Greenleaf & Papanek Publications. 

Greenleaf, R. K. & Wells-Papanek, D. E. (2005). Memory, recall, the brain & learning. Greenleaf & Papanek Publications. 

Hall, P., & Simeral, A. (2008). Building teachers’ capacity for success: A collaborative approach for coaches and school leaders. 
Association for Supervision and Curriculum Development. 

Heath. C. & Heath. D. (2008). Made to stick: Why some ideas survive and others die. Random House. 

Knowles, M. (2005). The adult learner: The definitive classic in adult education and human resource development. Elsevier, Inc. 

Maslow, A. H. (1962). Toward a psychology of being. Van Nostrand. 

Marzano, R. J., Pickering, D. J., & Pollock, J. E. (2001). Classroom instruction that works: Research-based strategies for increasing 
student achievement. Association for Supervision and Curriculum Development. 

Pink, D. H. (2006). A whole new mind: Why right-brainers will rule the future. The Berkley Publishing Group. 

Popham, W. J. (2008). Transformative assessment. Association for Supervision and Curriculum Development. 

Schmoker, M. J. (2006). Results now: How we can achieve unprecedented improvements in teaching and learning. Association for 
Supervision and Curriculum Development. 

Schultz, B. D. (2008). Spectacular things happen along the way: Lessons from an urban classroom. Teachers College, Columbia 
University 

Stiggins, (2002). Assessment crisis: The absence of assessment FOR learning. Phi Delta Kappan. 

Wells, M., Hestenes, D., & Swackhamer G. (1995) American Association of Physics Teachers: A modeling method for high school 
physics instruction. 63 (7), 606-619. 

Wells-Papanek, D. E., & Greenleaf, R. K. (2005). A mastery toolkit: Coaching students to become “Can Do” learners. Greenleaf & 
Papanek Publications. 

Wiggins, G. P. & McTighe, J. (2005). Understanding by design. Association for Supervision and Curriculum Development. 

Vygotsky, L. S. (2006). Mind in society: The development of higher psychological processes (M. Cole, V. John-Steiner, S., Scribner, & 
E. Souberman, Eds. & Trans.; New Ed.) Harvard University Press. (Original work published 1934) 

 
 



4/7/2009 NLU Action Research Independent Study :: Literature Review :: Doris Wells-Papanek 13 

DESIGNING ENGAGING LEARNING ACTIVITIES  
with student perceptions in mind. 

 

BRIEF BIO 

 
 

Doris Wells-Papanek designs tailored learning experiences "with & for" educators, designers, and 

learners to create meaningful and sustainable change. Doris has coached learners of all ages, 

authored multiple papers, and presented at national and international conferences. As partner of 

Greenleaf & Papanek Publications, she has co-authored five student-centered books on learning. 

With over 25 years of experience in design and software, Doris has developed corporate design 

strategies, managed user interface groups, taught design, researched and designed usability 

studies, and designed the appearance and behavior of software. Doris is currently working towards 

her M.Ed. in Curriculum and Instruction Design with a focus on action research, formative 

assessment, interactive engagement, and storytelling. 

 
 

 
Doris Wells-Papanek 

Tailored Learning Tools 

doris@tailoredlearningtools.com 

www.tailoredlearningtools.com 

office 847.847.9957 | cell 847.772.9959 

 

 


