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This article reports on a one-year research project that used peer coaching and
collaboration between two reading professors to study the effects of collaborative
classroom activities on student engagement. In order to address professors’
concerns about student participation, two undergraduate reading-methods classes
were revised through the inclusion of more collaborative learning activities.
Classroom observations were conducted to take notes on both pedagogical methods
and student response to these methods. Students were also asked to self-assess
their engagement in behavioral, cognitive, and affective domains. The results of
this research were then used to revise pedagogical techniques in these and other
classes.

“"Are there any questions?” "“What do you think about this?” These are
phrases commonly heard in many college classrooms—unfortunately, they are often
met with silence. Student passivity in learning situations is a problem that plagues
university professors and causes them to search for better ways to help students
become more active participants and learners. Suggestions for ways to encourage
this active participation are plentiful, but which are most productive? This study
examined student engagement in two undergraduate reading methods courses.
The focus was on the use of “teaching techniques that allow for all students to
demonstrate, at the same time, active participation and cognitive engagement in
the topic being studied” (Himmele & Himmele, 2011, p. 7). We began with the
following question: What are effective methods for enhancing student engagement
in the higher education classroom?

Review

Student engagement and learning are issues that have become nationally
important in the 21% Century. Wieman and Perkins (2005) examined the
relationship between traditional instruction and student learning and suggested
better approaches for teaching physics such as avoiding cognitive overload, using
technology, and engaging students in well-designed computer simulations. Petress
(2006) pointed out that learning was enhanced when
students were active rather than passive. Beran and What are effective
Violato (2009), David (2004), Freeman, Anderman, Mmethods for enhancing
and Jensen (2007), Rocca (2008/2009), and Chiu  student engagement in
(2009) all examined factors such as classroom  the higher education
atmosphere and faculty-student interactions that classroom?
influenced student engagement. In November 2011,
both Inside Higher Ed and The Chronicle of Higher Education presented articles
dealing with the importance of student engagement. In response to these concerns
as well as experiential concerns on the same topic, educators in higher education
settings began to more closely investigate specific strategies that would motivate
students to become better learners. Goldberg and Ingram (2011) investigated
active learning techniques in lower-division biology classes and found that student
engagement was improved when mini-lectures were paired with active-learning
activities such as development of concept maps, problem-solving exercises, and a
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categorization grid. Auman (2011) designed a simulation-based pedagogy for her
Educational Psychology class and found that game simulations resulted in increased
engagement on the part of both students and herself. AlKandari’'s (2012)
investigation into student perceptions about classroom discussions found that
students positively acknowledged that discussions, debates, group work, and
presentations were designed to enhance their learning and communication and
resulted in increased engagement and motivation to learn.

In their book, Himmele and Himmele (2011) presented 37 ‘Classroom
Ready Total Participation Techniques’ (TPTs) designed to engage and motivate
learners in K-12 settings. These techniques were also used in their own university
classrooms at Millersville University. Their self-stated goal was to avoid the ‘stand
and deliver’ approach commonly used in college classrooms, which would result in
turning students into “listening objects” (Freire, 2000, p.7). Instead, they promoted
the use of techniques that engaged students at higher levels of thinking. This
philosophy was embedded into our own study as several TPTs were introduced
throughout each semester.

Method
Participants

The purpose of this study was to determine which teaching techniques
best-enhanced student participation and engagement in reading methods
classrooms. This mixed-methods study included both quantitative and qualitative
analysis of data collected over the course of two semesters during the 2012-2013
school year. The sample of convenience was comprised of 55 students who were
enrolled in two reading methods courses required for elementary teacher
certification.

Informed subjects gave their consent to use solicited feedback and
observation data related to their participation in class. At the end of each semester
students were asked to complete a survey concerning their opinions related to
collaborative activities.

Research Design

_ The process of peer TPT Cognitive Engagement Model and
coaching was used as a means of Quadrant Analysis

providing support and feedback to
the researchers involved (Pellicer &
Anderson, 1995). Researchers
would visit each other’s classrooms

and take notes and then meet 3 4
weekly to inform one another High High
about observed student Cognition / Low Cognition / High

engagement levels during class Participation Participation
activities. This analysis was based
on the wuse of Himmele and
Himmele’s (2011) TPT Cognitive
Engagement Model and Quadrant
Analysis (Figure 1).

To control for bias and
cross-validate results, a graduate
research assistant was hired and Participation Participation
trained to observe both classes and
to take detailed notes based on the
TPT Cognitive Engagement Model
and Quadrant Analysis. These
notes included the amount of time

InSight: A Journal of Scholarly Teaching 57

Low Low

Cognition / Low Cognition / High
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devoted in class to instructional strategies as well as analysis to determine levels of
cognition and participation. The independent observer’s notes were combined with
the researchers’ data for analysis of the percentage of time devoted to each
quadrant (see Figures 2 and 3).

A variety of student engagement techniques were selected to use during
class sessions. Techniques were selected based on an analysis of those that would
best promote higher engagement and cognition (Finkel, 2000; Himmele & Himmele,
2011; Yokomoto, & Ware, 1997). See Appendix A for a description of these
activities.

Surveys were administered at the end of each semester. The survey
consisted of seven questions that students responded to on a 5-point Likert scale
(1: always; 2: usually; 3: sometimes; 4: seldom; and 5: never) and three
additional questions that were open-ended. These surveys included questions that
focused on engagement in behavioral, cognitive, and affective domains. According
to Fredericks, Blumenfeld, and Paris (2004), there are three types of classroom-
based engagement: behavioral, cognitive, and affective. Behavioral refers to ‘on-
task’ behaviors. Cognitive engagement involves the ability to achieve higher-level
understanding of materials focusing on Bloom’s taxonomy levels of analysis,
evaluation, and creativity. Affective engagement measures the student’s attitude
towards the subject matter as well as interest in the topic. These areas can be
measured through teacher observations as well as student self-assessments.

Results
Student Engagement Ratings

The peer coaching process was used to inform one another about observed
student engagement levels during class activities. This analysis was based on the
use of Himmele and Himmele's (2011) TPT Cognitive Engagement Model and
Quadrant Analysis. A research assistant also observed each class in order to control
for bias. Observers (the peer coach and the research assistant) recorded the
amount of instructional time that the teacher spent in each quadrant. The results
indicate the total percentage of instructional time for each quadrant over four,
ninety-minute class periods (see Figures 2 & 3).

Cognition Engagement Model and Quadrant
Analysis Results for Class A

Figure 2. Quadrant Analysis Results for Class A
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Cognitive Engagement Model and Quadrant
Analysis Results for Class B

ul
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4

Figure 3. Quadrant Analysis Results for Class B

Class A analysis found that students were engaged in quadrants three and
four for 75% of the time. Class B was engaged in quadrants three and four 82% of
the time. Quadrant three focuses on high cognition and low participation. When
class time was spent in this quadrant, activities were designed for high cognition,
but not all students would be observed as actively participating. Quadrant four
requires high cognition and also high participation. Class time was comprised of
collaborative activities that required students to actively participate in pairs and/or
small groups to apply what they had learned through discussion and in writing.

Analysis of classroom events indicated that quadrant three activities
included group quizzes and similes. These activities received the rating of three
because observers noted that not all students participated actively. During the
group quiz activity, it was observed that a self-appointed leader would take over
and dominate the group. Students who had not read the assignment upon which
the quiz was based would assume the role of scribe and would then allow other
students in the group to provide the needed answers.

Creating similes requires analytical thinking about a topic as students are
asked to make comparisons between both terms. (e.g., ‘A literacy coach is like a
lighthouse’). Again, however, it was observed that some students would be more
active during this activity while others assumed the role of an observer. Only when
each individual was asked to independently create their own simile and then to
share it with the class and explain its significance could quadrant four be achieved.

Quadrant four activities were identified as the Debate Team Carousel,
Conceptual Workshop, Chalkboard Splash, and Three-Sentence Wrap-up. Debate
Team Carousel and the Conceptual Workshop
were both extremely successful in terms of All students were actively
achieving full participation and higher order engaged during this activity
thinking. In Debate Team Carousel, students because they were individually
were provided with a form (see Appendix B) responsible for a written
that allowed them to work in a small group response.
and individually respond to a specific prompt.

The prompt was one that required both judgmental and evaluative skills. Each
student recorded both his/her opinion and the rationale for that opinion. Then
papers were passed to the next person in the group who responded by providing a
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supporting and then an opposing opinion. All students were actively engaged
during this activity because they were individually responsible for a written
response. The discussion that followed was lively as students explained their
rationales.

The Conceptual Workshop was similar in terms of requiring all students to
provide written responses. See Appendix B for an example of a workshop
developed to help students learn about dyslexia. In this format, students were
provided a form with written questions that required initial research, synthesis, and
evaluation. They were given ample time to find and discuss their response.
Formerly, when dyslexia was initially taught, it was done so through teacher lecture
and a PowerPoint. Testing results on the topic at the end of previous semesters
were disappointing. It seemed that little was remembered. At the end of the
semester in which the Conceptual Workshop was used, 95% of the students were
able to answer questions on this topic correctly.

The Chalkboard Splash activity required students to respond individually to
questions requiring the skills of analysis, synthesis, and evaluation. After the
instructor posed a question, students would write their responses and then copy
what they had written on the board. This activity resulted in spirited discussions as
students read one another’s responses and evaluated them for similarities,
differences and surprises.

The Three-Sentence Wrap-up, although not a new concept, was found to
be not only difficult for students, but also very informative for us as instructors. It
is only easy to summarize what the key points of a lesson are when one truly
understands that lesson. Trying to limit an explanation requires true analysis and
synthesis of the material that was presented. This activity clearly showed us who
understood and who was having difficulty with major concepts that were important
in each classroom.

In conclusion, both professors had similar levels of engagement for both
quadrants three and four. This, we believe, was due to the fact that extensive
dialogue occurred on the topic of using activities that would contribute to
participation on these levels. Using peer-coaching techniques was a useful way of
analyzing engagement accurately. At times, we would tend to misread our own
class, believing that all students were fully engaged and learning. The independent
observer and peer coach would have hard evidence that this belief was not actually
true. Written notes taken during observations would indicate whether or not all
students were actually engaged in the task that had been presented.

Student Surveys

The analysis of the survey questions (see Table 1) indicated similar results
for both classes. Responses of either a one or a two on the Likert scale were
interpreted as being positive. Percentages reported denote the percent of students
who responded positively to each question.

Table 1

Student Survey Results

Question Class | Class Engagement Type
A B

1. Collaborative grouping/activities 84% 80% Cognitive
helped me to understand the content.
2. Collaborative grouping/activities 74% 60% Affective
made me want to participate more.
3. I took careful notes during class. 74% 60% Behavioral
4. I connected new learning to 95% 90% Cognitive
information I already knew.
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5. I identified key information from 79% 80% Cognitive
reading assignments.

6. I asked questions in class. 63% 70% Behavioral
7.1 contributed to class discussions. 79% 80% Behavioral
N =55

Open-Ended Questions

Question Class A Class B Engagement
Type
8. Describe additional information 84% 70% Affective
about how collaborative activities Positive Positive
helped or did not help your
learning.
9. What do you think motivates 58% 40% Affective
you to learn content materials Internal Internal
from class the most? 42% 60%
Pedagogy Pedagogy
10. What do you think gets in the Life Life Affective
way of your true learning?

N =55

The researchers categorized questions one, four, and five as those that
measured cognitive levels of engagement. Eighty-four percent of the students in
Class A responded positively to question 1 while Class B’s responses were 80%
indicating that students found that collaborative activities helped them to
understand the content. For question four which asked if students connected new
learning to previous learning, 95% of the students in Class A and 90% of the
students in Class B responded positively. Question five asking if students identified
key information from reading assignments was also responded to very similarly with
79% positive responses in Class A and 80% in Class B.

Questions three, six, and seven were categorized as questions that
measured behavioral levels of engagement. Question three asked if students took
careful notes during class. In Class A, 74% of the students responded positively
while in Class B, only 60% responded positively. (This discrepancy was later found
to be due to a difference in class requirements—Class A required students to take
notes). Questions six and seven targeted class participation. Question six asked if
students asked questions during class. Sixty-three percent responded positively in
Class A while 70% responded positively in Class B. Question 7 asked if students
contributed to class discussions and 79% and 80% of the students in Class A and B
respectively responded positively.

For affective levels of engagement, Question two asked if collaborative
grouping activities encouraged the student to participate more in class. Seventy-
four percent of the students in Class A responded positively, and 60% responded
positively in Class B.

Three open-ended questions were also asked on the survey. The first
question was - describe additional information about how collaborative activities
helped or did not help your learning. Eighty-four percent of the answers in Class A
were positive and 70% in Class B were positive. Typical positive and negative
comments to this question can be seen in Table 2.
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Table 2

Student Comments to Question 8

Positive Comments Negative Comments
e I benefited greatly from the e Collaborative activities did
group work. I was able to not help because other
get others opinions and people answered the
clarification if I needed to questions for me
e  Working in small groups e I often felt that group work
helped me garner ideas, was just busy work - we had
share, and bounce ideas off already covered the material
of one another so there was no need to do
e The collaborative activities group work too
seemed to be more engaging e It helps make it interesting,
and we could bounce ideas but the same method over
and thoughts off of each and over can get boring.
other to come up with the
best answer.

The second question was - what do you think motivates you to learn
content materials from class the most? Typical responses included statements such
as:

e clear expectations - engaging class activities and instructor as a model
for future teachers

e talking with others and reviewing the material through various class
group activities

e the group collaborative work

Responses were then divided into two major categories—internal
motivation and those that responded more to pedagogy. Some responses
expressed a strong desire to learn and do well in the student’s chosen career.
Others felt more motivated by the instructor and the methods of instruction. In
Class A, 58% were categorized as being internally motivated and 42% were
categorized as being motived by the teacher. In Class B, 40% were motivated
intrinsically and sixty percent were motived by the teacher.

The last question was - what do you think gets in the way of your true
learning? Most responses were framed around personal issues like time, home life,
and too many classes. A few responses however, confirmed the need for
collaborative activities and were usually stated as the need for more ‘learning by
doing’ opportunities.

Discussion

Alison King (1993) first referred to the college professor as the “sage on
the stage” (p.30)—the central figure who lectures while students take notes.
Morrison (2014) notes that this role has changed as
“the teacher has changed in a significant and positive It is their responsibility
way: no longer a ‘sage on the stage’, the teacher now  to learn as much as it
functions as more of a ‘guide on the side” (p. 1). He is our responsibility to
points out, however, that this change also relies on a teach.
change in the students’ role in terms of responsibility
and obligation to be active learners. When we first began this study we focused on
the issue of improving our students and making them better learners. In the middle
of the study we began to focus more on what we, as teachers, could do to improve
our own instruction in order to motivate and engage our undergraduate students.
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By the conclusion of the study, we realized that it is a two-fold responsibility. As
Morrison writes, part of the onus of this task rests on the students themselves. It is
their responsibility to learn as much as it is our responsibility to teach.

Responses on question nine on our student survey relate somewhat to this
issue. In class A, a larger number of students expressed motivators to learning that
dealt more with an internal drive to do well and be the best they could be as a
teacher. This caused us to question why and to look for what might be the
differences between the two classes. A deeper analysis revealed that there were
more non-traditional, or older, students in Class A than there were in Class B.
These older students seemed to exemplify what Morrison (2014) saw as a change in
a student’s role—the realization that it was their responsibility to learn. However, it
is not always the non-traditional student with this type of intrinsic motivation. We
have encountered many traditional students who demonstrate that internal drive to
learn.

The TPT Cognitive Engagement Model and Quadrant Analysis procedure
helped us to dramatically change our methods of teaching. Previously we had
attempted activities that we thought would
engage our students during class. We would  The survey data demonstrated
show videos, ask questions, lecture with  that a majority of students felt
PowerPoint, and form small groups to that the collaborative activities
participate in application activities related to  helped them understand the
assigned readings. Analysis of these content better and motivated
activities made us realize that our activities  them to learn more about the
were more in quadrants one and two than in ~ content.
three and four. Our former activities
depended upon the ability to remember information, demonstrate comprehension,
and apply learning in concrete situations. Total participation techniques and others
found in the literature were incorporated into our teaching with more deliberation
and true purpose in order to engage all students at higher-levels of cognition.

The survey data demonstrated that a majority of students felt that the
collaborative activities helped them understand the content better and motivated
them to learn more about the content. However, we have no solid evidence that
students actually learned the material better. This leaves us with another
question—what is the relationship between student engagement and academic
achievement itself? National concerns have been raised by such recent publications
as Academically Adrift (Arum & Roksa, 2011), which presents issues concerning the
lack of real learning in institutions of higher education. Further exploration in this
area—the relationship between student engagement and academic achievement
itself—would be warranted as an extension of this research.
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Appendix A

Classroom Activities Used During the Study

Classroom Activity:

Description:

¢ Debate Team Carousel (Himmele &
Himmele, 2011)

Students debate an issue in small
groups, offering opposing viewpoints
and validating with support from class
texts/discussions.

¢  Group Quizzes (Yokomoto, C. F. &
Ware, R., 1997)

Students form small groups and
respond to 2-3 quiz questions from
classroom readings. They present their
answers to the whole class and are
allowed to debate responses.

o Chalkboard Splash (Himmele &
Himmele, 2011)

All students record their responses to a
key question on a large board of poster
and then analyze peer responses for
similarities, differences, and surprises.

¢ Conceptual Workshop (Finkel,
2000)

Students work collaboratively in small
groups to answer a set of questions
that all lead to an understanding of the
central concepts.

¢ Three-Sentence Wrap-Up
(Himmele & Himmele, 2011)

Students summarize what was learned
in 3 sentences or less.

. Similes (Himmele & Himmele, 2011)

Students compare two unrelated things
in order to demonstrate abstract
thinking about key concepts in a way
that sums up meaning.
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Appendix B
Description of 2 Quadrant Four Activities

Debate Team Carousel (Himmele & Himmele, 2011, p. 95)

1. Give your opinion and explain 2. Add a support argument.

your rationale. Read your classmate’s response. In this
Record your opinion and explain your box, add another reason that would
reason for it. support your classmate’s response.

3. Add an opposing argument. 4. Add your “two cents.”

In this box, record a reason that might Read what is written in the three boxes.
be used to argue against what is written | Add your opinion and your reason for it
in boxes # 1 and #2. in this box.

Conceptual Workshop (Finkel, 2000)

Conceptual Workshop: Dyslexia

Part I (20 minutes): Divide into groups of 4 and select one person ahead of time
to record the answers on another sheet of paper. Select another person to keep
track of time to make sure the group answers all questions in the allotted time.
Each person in your group must participate in developing the answers to the
questions below. You may use the PowerPoint or articles provided or other sources
of legitimate information.

1. List the key elements that are used to define dyslexia. Put these into
your own words—don’t just copy the phrases from the text. Then write a definition
that you could use to explain dyslexia to parents or other non-educators.

2. Based on what you read, explain what is meant by “the phonological

component of language”. Again, use your own words. List the key facts
that educators should understand about this area.

3. Describe how you would identify this learning problem as a classroom
teacher.

Part II (30 minutes): Think about what you discussed with the questions above,
about the information in the PowerPoint, and the information in Cunningham’s book
Phonics They Use. What type of remediation program could you develop to help a
student with dyslexia?
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