
Engagement and Understanding 
Two Questions to Consider 

 
• What does understanding and engagement actually look 

like in our classrooms?    
• Are students understanding (retaining and reapplying) and 

deeply engaged in what they read and learn? 
 

What are the differences between… 
• Compliance 
• Participation 
• Motivation 
• Engagement? 

 
What Does it Mean to be Engaged?  

• Engagement is born of intellectual urgency. Engaged children often tell us through 
talk and action that they “have to know more about” a topic. They are willing to put 
time and considerable effort into learning more. They drive the learning with their 
own questions. Often, conflict is embedded in the experiences, concepts, and stories 
in which children are deeply engaged. We’re drawn to conflict and lean toward a 
resolution. Children are intrigued by conflict and may want to act to mitigate a 
problem in their community or the world. They believe that they just have to apply 
more attention to this text or idea. 
 

• Engagement is often born of an emotional resonance to ideas—engaged children can 
describe experiences when a concept is imprinted in the heart as well as the mind. 
They are far more likely to remember the idea when a strong emotion is tied to a 
concept they’re learning or a text they’re reading. They may want to share their 
emotional reactions through writing, conversation, or art. 
 

• Engagement is deepened by perspective bending—engaged children are aware of how 
others’ knowledge, emotions, and beliefs shape their own. When children talk and 
write about their beliefs, they are more engaged; they have a stake in the learning. 
They may be open to changing their thinking or beliefs when challenged and 
particularly relish the idea that their ideas can impact other learners. Their beliefs 
may bend, but rarely break.  
 

• Engagement is often connected to a learner’s sense of the aesthetic—engaged 
children can describe moments when they find something beautiful or extraordinary, 
captivating, hilarious, or unusually meaningful. They may speak of a book or 
illustration, a painting, or an idea in science or math that seems to have been created 
just for them. They are drawn back to view it, discuss it, read it again and again. They 
claim the idea as somehow their own. 



 
Are students understanding (retaining and reapplying) and 

deeply engaged in what they read and learn? 

Markers of understanding and engagement in narrative 
texts 
1.  Readers experience empathy – we sense that we are somehow in the book. 
Empathy can include: 

• Character empathy in which we feel we know the characters, 
experience the same emotions, stand by them in their trials  

• Setting empathy in which we feel a part of the setting, 
• Conflict empathy in which we experience the  internal and external 

conflict as if first-hand  
 

2.  Readers experience a memorable emotional response – the sense that 
what the reader feels may be part of his/her emotional life for a long time, 
he/she may feel moved to take action to mitigate a conflict in the world 
3.  Readers experience the aesthetic – we find particular aspects of a book 
very compelling; we feel a desire to linger with or reread portions of the text 
we find beautiful, well-written, surprising, humorous or moving  
4.  Readers ponder – we feel a  desire to pause and dwell in new facets and 
twists in the text – we may want to reread in order to think more about certain 
ideas 
5.  Readers find ourselves thinking about the book when we’re not reading – 
we generate new ideas and imagine new possibilities in characters’ lives; our 
ideas are original, but related to the text 
6.  Readers advocate and evaluate – we may follow one character or plot 
element more intensively and may have the sense of  being “behind” the 
character(s) or narrator – we want events to evolve in a particular way  
7.  Readers recognize patterns and symbols – we may experience a moment 
of insight or begin to use our knowledge of literary tools to recognize themes, 
motifs as well as symbols and metaphors in stories 
8.  Readers extrapolate from details in the text – we arrive at global 
conclusions from focal points in the text – these conclusions may reach 
beyond the scope of the text to other people, events, settings -- we may feel 
an urge to take action to solve a problem or act on an issue in our community 
9.  Readers are evaluate the author’s intentions, values and claims – we 
actively study the author’s style and may choose to replicate it in our writing; 
we are aware of how he/she manipulates our thinking with tools such as 
diction, foreshadowing and metaphor; we sometimes argue with the author; 
we discern and evaluate the author’s success in making the book credible and 
we are attuned to ways in which he/she affirms or changes our beliefs, values 
and opinions.  
10.  Readers remember – we develop a sense of permanence that comes with 
deeply understanding something – we know that we’ll be able to use a concept 
we understand in a new situation 

 

 



Markers of understanding and engagement in content area learning and 
informational texts 
1. Learners imagine themselves in real world situations, immersed in ideas. We have compelling 
questions. We take on the role of scientist, social scientist, mathematician.  
We: 

• begin to understand thought leadership – we explore and seek to understand the lives of 
those who have made significant contributions to a field and begin to imagine how we might 
make contributions  

• understand the problems that led to discoveries and new solutions in the scientific, 
technological or social scientific world – we have a sense of the elements that make a 
situation problematic and some sense of the steps to be taken to solve the problem 

2.  Learners experience a memorable emotional response – we feel a passion to learn more, 
compassion for others that may be affected by a problem and may be moved to take action to 
mitigate a conflict in the world 
3.  Learners experience the aesthetic – we feel a sense of wonder about the complexities and 
nuances related to a concept we are learning – we may feel compelled to reread portions and dig 
more deeply into the topic 
4.  Learners revisit and rethink – we choose to re-read or explore other texts in order to learn more 
about a concept – we feel that we want to review and rethink a concept 
5.  Learners generate our own hypotheses and theories about why and how things happen in the 
natural and social world; we check those hypotheses against those that have been tested  
6.  Learners direct our energy to comprehending to a few ideas  of great import – we develop a 
sense of what matters most, what is worth remembering, and have the confidence to focus on 
important ideas rather than details that are unimportant to the larger text – we evaluate the 
information and make decisions about credibility or bias in what we read 
7.  Learners recognize patterns and text structures including  

• cause/effect – we use our background knowledge to discern how events affect each other 
• comparisons and contrasts – we develop a sense of how concepts are similar and different  
• chronology – we sense the general order of development or the progression of a series of 

ideas  
problem/solution – when a problem is introduced, we begin to consider solutions and/or to 
anticipate solutions that may be presented in the text; we anticipate new problems and 
solutions related to earlier ones 

8.  Learners create schema --  we realize how newly learned concepts “fit” into existing 
background knowledge, that we can make sense in relation to what is already known – that our 
existing knowledge is accurate or inaccurate (and needs to be revised) – we look to a variety of 
sources to complete schema when we recognize that it is missing 
9.  Learners recognize the influence of beliefs/values/opinions – we may experience a sense of 
affirmation of existing beliefs/values/opinions and/or sense newly developing 
beliefs/values/opinions related to the text – we can give evidence to support them 
10. Learners remember – we develop a sense of permanence that comes with deeply understanding 
something – we know that we’ll be able to use a concept they understand in a new situation 

 
Keene, 2018 
 
 
 


