Activities to Engage Your Students

I have my students complete an End-of-Semester reflection, and every semester | have students who comment that they enjoy the
following activities:

Question of the Day

| start out every class with a question of the day (this is also how I take roll). Sometimes | ask random questions like
“Would you rather go scuba diving or hot air ballooning?” or “Marvel or DC?” Other times I ask pop quiz-type
questions over the material we 've been studying. If you want your students t0 put some thought into their answers, give
them, for example, Wednesday’s question of the day at the end of class on Monday and tell them come prepared to answer
in one sentence.

Small-Group Discussions

If you have a small class, this can work as a whole class activity. However, if your classes are large, in order to engage
more students in discussions, consider using small-group discussions (3 — 4 students per group). If you have a small
classroom, you can book the library to allow groups to spread out more. Here are the rules I typically follow:

1. Give students a list of questions/topics (beforehand) that will be discussed and ask them to come to class with
their speaking points for every question already prepared. The last question is for students to come up with an
open-ended question of their own (related to the topic) to discuss.

2. Each small group appoints a moderator/facilitator, and | give the moderator a list of instructions.

Each small group appoints 1 — 2 recorder(s), this person is responsible for taking “minutes” of the discussion.

4. Each small group appoints 1 - 2 presenter(s); this person will share major points that the group discussed when
we come together as a large group.

5. Allow a certain amount of time for students to discuss the questions, and then come together as a large group. |
usually have the spokesperson(s) for each group present the 3 most interesting points that came up in their
discussion.
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I have included a sample of discussion questions/instructions and the facilitator’s instructions.
Exit Tickets

When we are discussing a topic that | know students will have questions about, | give each student a 3 x 5 notecard at the
beginning of class. At the end of class, | have students put their name on the notecard and write down 1 — 3 questions
they are still struggling with, related to the content. | go through these and address these questions in the first 5-10 mins.
of the next class period.

List-Group-Label

This activity is more successful if students have read the assigned reading or as a review/formative assessment. In this
activity, | divide the class into small groups and give each group a list of words (usually vocabulary terms related to the
topic we re discussing). Students read through the list of words, group the words that they feel like go together into
categories, and then give each category a title/label. After the small group time, as a class, we compare how each group
categorized and labeled the words. 1 usually call on at least one group to explain how and why they categorized the
words as they did. This is a great tool to get students thinking on the “analyze” and “evaluate” levels of Bloom’s
taxonomy.

NOTE: You can also do this as a whole-class activity with sticky notes or notecards and tape and create/organize your categories on
the board or wall of the classroom.

Mentimeter

The website www.mentimeter.com allows you to pose questions and have students respond on their phones. The answers
pop up on the screen in whatever format you have selected for them. You can ask a single question and have the results
show up as a word cloud or in speech bubbles. You can also survey your class and have the responses come up as a



http://www.mentimeter.com/

bar/pie graph or Likert scale, or you can create short quizzes. Students go to www.menti.com and enter the given code to
access the questions. | use the free option, but there are upgrades that you can pay for as well that allow you to do more.
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Plickers

The website www.plickers.com offers instructors a way to assess your class with immediate feedback in a fun and
interactive way. In short, Plickers allows you to display a question. Each student has a card with a number and a
rectangular-ish shape (side 1 = choice A, side 2 = choice B, etc.); however, each student has a unique shape, so they
can’t look at what other students’ responses are by looking at the shape on the card. The students hold up their cards
with their answer choice at the top of the shape in response to a posted question. The instructor scans the class with
his/her phone, and the student responses are gathered. A green check mark shows up beside each student’s name (or
number, if you have not assigned students a number beforehand) as his/her answer registers. When the instructor shows
the responses, the screen shows how many votes each answer choice got and what the correct answer is. If the instructor
has set up a “class” and assigned students a number, the instructor can get a report of how each student performed on
the “quiz.” The free version allows the instructor to create 5-question select-responses quizzes. When | use this, | often
create and cue up 2 — 3 quizzes per topic (so | can get 10 — 15 questions).
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Kahoot

The website create.kahoot.it allows the instructor to create interactive select-response quizzes where students compete
either individually or in a group. Students have a given amount of time to select the correct response. The website keeps
track of what answers each student selects. The students can see who the top 5 students are. It is a great way to bring out
the competitive spirit of your students and assess them while they are having fun. The basic (free) version allows you to
create quizzes with pictures, alter the time, and run a report when you are done.
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Quizalize

At www.quizalize.com, the teacher sets up classes (each class has its own code) and then creates quizzes or games for one
or more of the classes. Teachers can use Quizalize quizzes in class as review games or can assign them for homework
with a given due date. Students go to zzi.sh on a smartphone or computer, type in the class code, and complete the
assigned activity. Each question is timed, and students earn points based on correct answers and how quickly they
answer each question. You can allow students multiple opportunities to take a quiz, if you like. You can, of course,
upgrade to a paid subscription and have access to additional features.
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Flipgrid
Flipgrid can be accessed through the website www.flipgrid.com or through the Flipgrid app. This is, in essence, a video
discussion board. The teacher creates a separate grid for each of his/her class sections, and each grid is assigned a flip

code. Students access their grid using their student email and the class flip code. Teachers can create topics of
discussion, link graphics or other media, set the recording time, set the “launch” and “‘freeze dates” for the topics, and
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set whether students can respond to each other or not. Each topic of discussion has a unique flip code that I link into
Blackboard. | use this weekly with my online classes so that students can learn who their classmates are and interact with
them on a more personal level.
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Sample Instructions for Discussion Facilitators

DIRECTIONS: This is a 40-minute class discussion (roughly). You will act as the facilitator. Your job is to:
e Present each discussion question, as your group moves through the discussion. (NOTE: You need to
participate in the discussion as well.)
e Keep an eye on the time. (NOTE: If your group is having a great discussion over one of the topics, you
may let the discussion go for about 15 minutes, rather than 12 minutes. However, you will need to adjust your
allowance for time on the other discussion points.)
e Keep the discussion ON TRACK—don’t let your group members get off topic. Redirect the discussion, if it
starts to meander away from the topic.
e Appoint ONE or TWO people from your group to be the REPORTER(S)—the reporter(s) will give a

brief report to the entire class of the 3 most interesting points of discussion that came up in your group.
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FACILITATOR: We will discuss these questions in class. Please be prepared with an answer to each of these
questions. Your discussion response should be thoughtful and well-developed. Please be prepared to pose an open-
ended, thought-provoking question of your own regarding one of these topics.

FACILITATOR: Here is our first question. We'll spend about 12 minutes discussing these questions...

1. Based on your reading of chapters 7 and 9 (and personal experience, if applicable), what are your thoughts on
school choice?

a. Should Texas parents be able to use tax dollars (vouchers) to pay for tuition at a private school?

b. Are charter schools a good way to promote positive change in Texas public schools?

FACILITATOR: Did anyone pose their own discussion question about this topic? I'll open the floor to whomever
wants to pose a question about this topic for us to discuss. (NOTE: If no one has a question regarding this topic, move on
to the next discussion question.)

FACILITATOR: Here is our second question. We'll spend about 12 minutes discussing these questions...

2. (Make sure to also read the Texas Tribune article linked in Module 5.) With the passing of HB3, schools districts
now have an option to link pay to teacher performance in schemes such as merit pay and pay-for-performance.
Imagine that you are teachers who have been tasked (in the name of teacher empowerment!) with determining how to
reform the way in which teachers get pay increases. What would you recommend? What would the new system look
like if implemented? What might be some of the challenges?

FACILITATOR: Did anyone pose their own discussion question about this topic? 7°ll open the floor to whomever
wants to pose a question about this topic for us to discuss. (NOTE: If no one has a question regarding this topic, move on
to the next discussion question.)

FACILITATOR: Here is our third question. We’'ll spend about 12 minutes discussing these questions...

3. (Make sure to also read the Wall Street Journal article linked in Module 5.) In an effort to help high school
students be more prepared for college (“college ready”), as well as to help reduce the cost of higher education, many
high schools are expanding their dual-credit course offerings and the popularity of early college high schools is also
growing. The Texas legislature is also now requiring all students taking dual-credit to declare a “major” after
completing 15 hours. What are your thoughts about high school students taking dual-credit courses or graduating
high school with an associate’s degree? Are high school students ready for the responsibilities of college-level
classes? Are high school students prepared to select a career path this early in their education? Should the
government make it a priority to provide free dual-credit to all students?

FACILITATOR: Did anyone pose their own discussion question about this topic? I'll open the floor to whomever
wants to pose a question about this topic for us to discuss.

FACILITATOR: Thank you for participating in our discussion today.



