
Engaged and Worthwhile Learning

by Margaret B. Tinzmann, Claudette Rasmussen, and Mary Foertsch

This essay provides a brief explanation of engaged and worthwhile learning.  It is helpful
if, as you read, you consider how engaged learning plays out in your own classroom and
how valuable, or worthwhile, this learning is to your students.  It is also helpful to discuss
the ideas in the essay with your colleagues, both those taking the course and others you
work with daily.  We also recommend sharing it with your principal.

Research indicates that achieving engaged learning depends on what students do, what
teachers do, learning tasks students perform, and the assessment associated with those
tasks.  When these areas have certain characteristics, or indicators, they signify that
engaged learning is taking place.  These indicators, listed here and shown in Illustration 1,
page 17, are described in detail below.

¥ Students are explorers, teachers, cognitive apprentices, producers of knowledge,
and directors and managers of their own learning.

¥ Teachers are facilitators, guides, and colearners; they seek professional growth,
design curriculum, and conduct research.

¥ Learning tasks are authentic, challenging, and multidisciplinary.

¥ Assessment is authentic, based on performance, seamless and ongoing, and 
generates new learning.

Engaged learning is worthwhile when it helps students reach important standards such as
those developed by many districts, states, and professional organizations.  These standards
encompass learning and thinking strategies and higher-order skills upon which a school or
district can base its curriculum.  (See, for example, National Science Education Standards,
National Council of Teachers of Mathematics, International Reading Association, and
National Council of Teachers of English as well as standards in individual states.)  

Standards are not intended to dictate the specific content of the curriculum or the particular
means by which students learn important skills and strategies; individual teachers, content
or grade-level teams, or other groupings of teachers and administrators must make these
decisions.  But standards provide a useful guide that allows for flexibility in specific appli-
cations along with a solid direction toward worthwhile learning. 
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Critical in both engaged and worthwhile learning are the opportunities students have to be
involved in a range of what we call Òlearning actions.Ó  Learning actions are processes or
behaviors all learners can employ across all learning situations.  Involvement in a range of
actions can (a) help students learn authentic but different approaches inherent in various
disciplines; (b) allow students to choose actions that fit their learning style preferences; (c)
encourage students to understand content from different perspectives; and (d) learn, use,
and eventually ÒownÓ new strategies for learning, thinking, and sharing their knowledge.

We have developed four categories of learning actions.  The Learning Actions chart on
page 27 lists these categories and the specific actions that tend to fall into them.
Discussions of learning actions are infused into the sections on student roles and tasks.

Learning Actions

Learning actions are processes or behaviors that learners engage in across learning situa-
tions.  You can use this list as a guide for lesson and unit planning so that you can ensure
your lessons support the kinds of actions you and your students consider important for the
lessonÕs goals, topics, concepts, and content.  The list is a reminder of the range of learning
actions that promote engaged and worthwhile learning.

Build Knowledge and Skills

¥ Explore and Collect Information. Students browse, search, explore, and obtain
information from around the world.

¥ Make Connections. Students make connections to prior knowledge and 
experiences.

¥ Retain Information. Students deliberately remember information, ideas, strategies,
and skills.

¥ Reflect and Reason, Analyze Information, and Evaluate Information. Students 
ponder issues, problems, and ideas; deliberate; reason inductively and deductively;
draw conclusions from evidence; chart, compare, examine, perform statistical
analyses, and look for inconsistencies to reach conclusions, make decisions, solve
problems, and plan and execute experiments; and judge the value of information.

¥ Manipulate and Organize Information. Students summarize, transform, and convert
information; and organize information logically in order to remember, analyze, and
discover existing, new, or different relationships within and across disciplines.
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¥ Appreciate. Students develop and use their aesthetic sense and abilities.

¥ Exercise Appropriate Habits of Mind. Students recognize that different attitudes
and habits of mind are appropriate for different learning issues and tasks; for
example, students suspend some beliefs about what is real when reading literature,
assume a critical stance when examining scientific data, and seek multiple points 
of view when discussing historical events.

¥ Observe Models and Imitate and Practice. Students observe the skills of adults and
more capable peers, imitate these skills, and practice them in both isolated and inte-
grated situations.

Learn Independently and With Others

¥ Work Independently. Students work independently, cooperatively, or in collaboration
with others within and beyond the classroom and school, sharing resources, ideas,
and tasks as appropriate.

¥ Work Cooperatively. Cooperation tends to occur when individuals assume different
roles and responsibilities within or across groups.  

¥ Assume Roles. Students take on special roles in problem solving and other situations.

Demonstrate Knowledge, Ability, and Creativity

¥ Create. Students produce original art, music, dance, theatrical works, and writing.

¥ Perform. Students perform musical, theatrical, literary, and other works and
demonstrate special abilities, such as in sports.

¥ Construct Products. Students produce reports, projects, experiments, and displays.

¥ Advise, Teach, and Persuade. Students give advice, explain concepts and skills,
generate novel examples and metaphors, compare and contrast, make generaliza-
tions, and present arguments.

¥ Control. Students control variables in order to make something happen, discover
relationships, or demonstrate something.
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Manage Learning

¥ Set Goals and Define Problems. Students set goals and define problems related to
their own learning based on their knowledge of themselves and the ways they learn.

¥ Oversee. Students manage their own learning, make and implement plans, manage
data, manage and monitor projects, and revise plans and products.

¥ Reflect and Ask Questions. Students think about what they are learning and doing,
and ask questions based on their reflections to improve their learning.

¥ Evaluate Self and Others, Get Evaluated by Others, and Make Judgments. Students
assess themselves and others; are assessed by teachers, other adults, and peers; and
evaluate materials tasks, lessons, and products.

Student Roles

Students are explorers, cognitive apprentices, teachers, producers of knowledge, and 
directors and managers of their own learning.

Students are explorers.

The essence of exploring is collecting information and reflecting upon its meaning.
Students discover concepts and connections and apply skills by interacting with the physi-
cal world, materials at hand, technology, and other people.  Exploring can be purposeful, as
when students decide ahead of time what kinds of information they seek; or open-ended, as
when they browse in a library, on a CD-ROM, or on Internet Web sites.  Students browse,
search, and obtain information from numerous sources.  With technology, these sources can
be from anywhere in the world.

Key to exploring are the abilities to organize, analyze, and reflect.  With the wealth of
information available today, students need to manipulate and organize information into
some logical form that suits their learning goals and the tasks in which they are engaged.
This activity may involve summarizing or transforming and converting information to new
forms, for example, from text to nontext and vice versa.  Students may perform analyses as
complex as statistics or as straightforward as comparing one set of data to another on obvi-
ous but important qualitative characteristics.  They make connections to what they already
know; look for inconsistencies to reach conclusions; make decisions; solve problems; plan
and execute experiments; judge the value of information; and decide what concepts, ideas,
strategies, and skills are worth retaining.  Developing and using oneÕs aesthetic sense and
abilities is also an aspect of exploration.
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Reflecting is a major function of exploration.  Indeed, it could be argued that reflecting is a
major indicator of engaged learning since it applies to all the student roles.  Without oppor-
tunities for reflection, students would explore with little consideration of the value of what
they find.  With teacher guidance, reflection encourages a thoughtful approach to tasks,
however small or large they may be, including planning and management of information.

Students are cognitive apprentices.

Students often assume the role of cognitive apprentice. In this role they observe, apply, and
refine through practice the thinking processes practitioners and experts use.  They think
about what they are learning and doing and generalize their skills and transfer their learning
to new situations.

A part of the cognitive apprentice role is to observe models, imitate, and practice.  Students
observe adults and more capable peers performing a skill that they then may imitate and
practice.  This behavior is most obvious in sports where observation, imitation, and practice
are common.  But such behaviors occur in all subject matter areas.  Reading with expres-
sion, treating books with respect, asking useful questions, contributing appropriately to dis-
cussions, participating in a cooperative learning groupÑthese and many more behaviors
are partly learned through observation, imitation, and practice.  Cooperative and collabora-
tive learning are more common in todayÕs classroom.  Such contexts for learning permit
greater opportunities for students to observe a range of expertise that seldom resides in just
one person, that is, the teacher.  But students also need time to learn on their own.

Students are teachers.

Students who are engaged in their own learning often assume the role of teacher.  In this
role, students summarize what they have learned and represent it in order to communicate it
to others.  Teaching includes informing, problem solving, persuading, and advising.
Students may explain concepts and skills, give examples, compare and contrast informa-
tion, make generalizations, or present arguments. Teaching may be formalÑas when stu-
dents conduct a presentation or offer a museum exhibit to their classmatesÑor it may be
more informalÑas when they work with other students in cooperative groups.  At these
times, students may teach other students something they themselves know quite well.

Students are producers of knowledge.

When students are producers, they generate products for themselves and others.  These
products can take many formsÑnot only reports, projects, experiments, and displays of an
academic nature, but also creative products, such as original art, music, dance, and theatri-
cal works (live, film, or video).  Products may also be translations and creative or informa-
tive writing.  Students may perform works created by othersÑmusical productions, drama
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and other theatrical works, reading of literary works, or dance.  They may demonstrate spe-
cial abilities and accomplishments in group and individual sports.  Products usually require
an audience of some sort.  Traditionally, the audience has been the teacher and sometimes
oneÕs classmates.  With telecommunications and computer technology, studentsÕ products
potentially can be presented to the whole world.  This also means, of course, that the whole
world can respond as an authentic audience, one that may offer negative criticism as well as
praise.  Such a possibility ought to encourage students to approach their work more critically
and thoughtfully, and some research indicates that this does indeed happen.

Students are directors and managers of their own learning.

Finally, as directors and managers, students take charge of their own learningÑthey are
self-regulated.  Taking charge means defining oneÕs own learning goals, making predic-
tions, asking questions, identifying problems that are interesting and meaningful to oneself,
and making and carrying out plans.  An important aspect of self-direction for students is an
understanding of themselves and the way they learn, and of their strengths and weaknesses.
Some educators refer to this aspect of directing and managing as metacognition, or thinking
about oneÕs own thinking.  Students with good metacognitive skills have a repertoire of
learning and thinking strategies and know how and when to use them.  They know how to
redirect themselves when these strategies do not work.  Furthermore, they constantly work
to add new strategies to their repertoire.  Self-direction includes self-regulation as well.
Self-regulation involves revising plans when they are not working and changing tasks and
redefining products as needed.  Self-directed students also decide when it is useful to work
independently and when it is advantageous to work with other students, understanding what
they and others can contribute to learning tasks and projects.

Reflection is an important component of self-direction and management, just as it is in other
engaged learning processes.  Reflection includes thinking about what one is learning and doing
and asking questions based on those reflections in order to maximize and improve oneÕs learning.

Self-direction and management include a strong evaluative function.  Students evaluate
themselves and others.  They seek evaluation from others as a way to check how well they
are doing and to improve their own learning.  Students need to assess themselves for the
extent to which they have achieved their own goals, answered their own questions, and
solved the problems they have found worthwhile to pursue.  They need to make 
judgments about materials and resources they use.  Engaged students also must assume
responsibility for evaluating the learning tasks they select or devise themselves as well as
those suggested by others, including teachers.  Similarly, it is entirely appropriate for students
to assess learning lessons, again, both those they select and those imposed by others.  Evaluation
should focus on how well learning activities, lessons, and resources support oneÕs goals.
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One final note.  Throughout this section reflection has been repeatedly mentioned as an
important facet of each student role and as an important learning action.  Reflection itself
might even be considered an indicator of engaged learning.  Building meaning is not
enough.  Engaged learners must also think about the meaning they are building; how this
meaning fits with what they know; and if there are contradictions between sources of evi-
dence, theories, various opinions, and so on.  Reflection can lead to deep understanding and
the formation of new connections among the kinds of knowledge one has.

Teacher Roles

Teachers are facilitators, guides, and colearners; they seek professional growth, 
design curriculum, and conduct research.

Just as student roles need to be recast in an engaged learning model of teaching and learn-
ing, so too must teacher roles. The teacherÕs relationship to the students is different from
that of being the sole expert.  In an engaged learning environment, the teacher recognizes
the importance of encouraging students to specialize in areas that are widely diverse and for
which they might themselves become the expert.  In an engaged classroom, the teacher acts
as a facilitator, guide, and colearner/coinvestigator.

The teacherÕs role in relation to the student has long held the spotlight in the literature on
reforming professional development.  But equally important for the teacher is a new role 
in relation to the researcher.  Increasingly, the teacher is being called upon and invited to 
participate collaboratively with researchers to investigate new possibilities for effective
teaching and learning.  As codevelopers with researchers, the teacher acts as a collaborator,
curriculum designer, and researcher.

Teachers are facilitators.

More and more we have come to recognize that a teacherÕs principal function is to foster
studentsÕ engagement in challenging, self-directed work in the various student roles and
learning actions described above.  In other words, teachers facilitate learning rather than
dispense knowledge.  As a facilitator, a teacher creates an environment in which students
solve problems, do authentic tasks, and collaborate.  He or she determines when learning 
is best suited to individual, small-group, or whole-class work; organizes learning groups;
identifies areas of inquiry; selects and designs learning activities; arranges for access to
human, material, and technological resources; and provides tools for students to store,
manipulate, and analyze information and ideas.
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Teachers are guides.

When students begin their inquiry, teachers become guides rather than directors.  Guidance
involves mediation, modeling, and coaching.  Teachers mediate by adjusting the level of infor-
mation and support according to studentsÕ needs and by helping them link new information to
prior knowledge, refine their problem-solving strategies, and learn how to learn.  Modeling
involves thinking aloud and demonstrating.  Coaching involves giving hints or cues, providing
feedback, refocusing studentsÕ efforts, assisting them in using a strategy, and providing factual
and procedural knowledge.  Central to being a guide are good listening, Socratic questioning,
and providing help only when needed so that students come to manage their own learning.

Teachers are colearners.

Another important role is that of colearner or coinvestigator. This means that teachers
often are learning and investigating interesting problems, phenomena, and new skills along
with their students. Teachers find themselves in this role more often when they begin to
incorporate technology into teaching.  They find that their students often know more about
hardware and software and have more technological skills than they or other adults do.

These three teacher roles require a great deal more thought and planning than more tradi-
tional teaching where the teacher is the source of all knowledge.  And, just as students must
reflect on their roles as learners, so too must teachers reflect on their roles as facilitators,
guides, and colearners in order to meet each studentÕs learning (and other) needs.

Teachers seek professional development, design curriculum, and conduct research.

Teachers also engage in different roles with each other in order to initiate and sustain
curricular and educational reform.  The reform process is typically long, requiring
extensive professional growth, with teachers in the role of inquirer.  This is especially
apparent in the push to integrate technology in support of learning into the schools.

Other roles teachers assume are codeveloper of instructional practices and products; 
collaborator with other teachers and educators; researcher of questions of practical interest
to themselves; and curriculum designer, which involves integrating meaningful content,
instruction, and assessment and wisely using resources.

Once again, reflection is fundamental for fulfilling these roles successfully.  Through indi-
vidual and group reflection, teachers can become more responsible for understanding their
own professional needs and plan ways to meet those needs.  The ultimate goal of any pro-
fessional development ought to be improved student learning.  Similarly, the roles of
researcher and curriculum designer must involve a great deal of reflection to achieve the
goal of helping students.
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Learning Tasks and Assessment

Engaged learning tasks, as well as the assessments associated with them, foster divergent
thinking; self-directed exploration; and open-ended, multidisciplinary projects.  Students
take advantage of opportunities to reflect, make decisions, solve problems, research and
evaluate information, engage in creative and critical thinking, communicate effectively
both orally and in writing, read critically (and for pleasure), and collaborate skillfully.

Tasks that promote such learning can be characterized as authentic, challenging, and often
multidisciplinary. In addition to being a way to gauge student learning, assessment should
work in tandem with learning.  That is, it should be seamless and ongoing and so integral to
learning that it becomes difficult to distinguish a learning task from an assessment task.
Assessment also should be based on actual performance since in the world beyond school,
assessment and performance are not separated.  Assessment should also be generative, that
is, it should encourageÑgenerateÑnew learning.

Learning tasks are authentic. 

Tasks are authentic when they are important and interesting to learners and similar to what
practitioners actually do.  In authentic tasks, students use their knowledge of subject matter,
and practice basic and advanced skills together in much the same way that practitioners use
such knowledge and skills.  Authentic tasks take more time than typical school tasks; they
tend to be complex projects and problems, like tasks in the home and workplaces of today.
Students build on their life experiences and engage in sustained, in-depth work, frequently
collaborating with peers and mentors within the school as well as with people from the
world outside school.  Such tasks benefit from authentic audiencesÑindividuals or groups
who are genuinely interested in or have a stake in attending to what students have done.

Authentic learning tasks need to be relevant to students and consistent with their abilities,
but it is critical that their content address school district, state, and/or national standards.
Indeed, as noted at the beginning of this essay, clear connections of tasks to standards and
benchmarks help ensure that what students learn is worthwhile.  Without teachersÕ thought-
ful attention to important content and concepts, one could imagine students highly engaged
in learning content that is unimportant or trivial, or so involved in the processes of learning
that they lose sight of important content goals.  The connections between standards and
benchmarks should be explicit in lesson and unit plans and in curricular plans for a grade
level or across an academic year.  However, the specific content through which standards are
achieved canÑand shouldÑvary from classroom to classroom.  For example, one standard
(for reading literature in Grades 6Ð8)ÑÒIdentifies specific questions of personal importance
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and seeks to answer them through literatureÓÑcould be achieved by reading any one or
more of a variety of novels and short stories or by viewing films or video of literature as a
supplement to reading.  The key point is to make an explicit connection between the content
and concepts students deal with and the important standards they need to meet.

Learning tasks are challenging.

Authentic learning tasks tend to be challenging, meaning that they require students to
stretch their thinking and often their social skills in order to be successful. Challenging
tasks need not be drudgery.  Drill is a good ÒbadÓ example of a challenging learning task.
In some classrooms and for some subjects, students are expected to be drilled or drill them-
selves not just on multiplication facts, but also on dates of historical events, the periodic
table, poems, capitals of states, and other bits of content quite unrelated to what real mathe-
maticians, historians, literary critics and writers, or geographers do.  This kind of routine
work typically dulls motivation.

Tasks in an engaged learning classroom are challenging in much different ways. In com-
plex projects requiring months of work, students usually are responsible for planning and
creating their own tasks and activities.  The end result or goal is not necessarily determined
by the teacher, but may be selected by one student, a group of students, or students working
with the teacher.  Furthermore, goals frequently change as projects go through earlyÑand
even laterÑdevelopment phases.  As one learns more about a topic, theme, or problem,
new, more interesting, and often more appropriate and better-defined goals take the place of
initial goals.  And when goals change, activities also may change.

Tasks associated with challenging goals also are challenging because the information needed
to perform them is seldom provided neatly in one or even several sources.  Students cannot
expect just to open their textbooks to an assigned chapter and find everything they need.
Open-ended questions and problems are interesting and challenging precisely because a
neatly ordered collection of information is not available.

In some classrooms, working with others is, at best, frowned upon and, at worst, labeled as
cheating.  Now that collaboration is seen as beneficial to learning, it too presents challenges.
Among them are getting along with peers, sharing work fairly, setting mutual goals, and
recognizing and using individualsÕ talents and abilities and honoring diversity, focusing on
the work to be done rather than personal characteristics.

Learning tasks are multidisciplinary.

Engaged learning tasks usually involve and benefit from multidisciplinary work.  Thematic
or problem-based projects that generally blend several disciplines are good examples of
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multidisciplinary learning tasks.  And a multidisciplinary approach makes sense because
learning in the real world is seldom separated into subject matter disciplines as it is in
schools.  Students can benefit from discipline-specific tasks that require them to think and
act the way experts in science, history, and other subject matter areas do in order to learn
the essence of what it means to be a scientist or a historian (for instance).  However, real-
world applications in these content areas are seldom limited to sharp demarcations among
academic disciplines.  Thus, real scientists must also be expert communicators as speakers,
teachers, and writers. They must understand and use mathematical concepts.  Often, they
must understand the political and social implications of their work.  In short, many disci-
plines are integral to doing science; the same applies to other domains of human endeavor.

Assessment

Assessment is authentic, based on performance, generates new learning, and is seamless
and ongoing.

Educational assessment has been defined as determining whether students have attained curric-
ular goals.  It has traditionally focused on the recall of discrete facts with applications taking
place in extremely limited contexts, such as those offered by standardized tests.  Critics of this
approach to assessment have pointed out that measures such as standardized achievement tests
are poorly matched to the goals of innovative educational programs.  Related criticisms include
the narrowness of test content that concentrates principally on basic skills; the mismatch
between test content and curriculum and instruction; the overemphasis on routine and discrete
skills to the neglect of complex thinking and problem solving; and the limited relevance of
many test formats to either classroom or real-world learning.

More important for this discussion, standardized assessment methods are inadequate for
measuring some important indicators of engaged learning, use of various learning actions,
and even the richness of standards that underlie curriculum.  That is not to say all standard-
ized testing is totally out and alternative assessment is totally in.  Rather, engaged learning
calls for the use of  a variety of alternative assessment measures to:

¥ Help the learner develop strategies for self-monitoring progress.

¥ Foster the learnerÕs ability for higher-order thinking skills.

¥ Measure the progress of the learnerÕs own development, not as against the norm.

¥ Provide more comprehensive, accurate evidence of a learnerÕs abilities than
traditional tests.
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¥ Combine alternative assessment results with standardized test results to provide a
rich perspective about an individualÕs actual performance and learning capacities.

Many different terms have been used to describe alternatives to traditional forms of testing.
These include authentic assessment, performance assessment, and portfolio assessment.
All of these terms refer to different types of alternative assessments that require students to
generate rather than select a response.  For example, performance assessments require stu-
dents to perform a complex task that uses relevant knowledge and skills.  Authentic assess-
ment involves realistic tasks in real-life environments so that students model the processes
of a professional discipline while acquiring knowledge in that discipline.  Portfolio assess-
ment involves multiple measures of student performance taken over time.  Other popular
applications carry such labels as exhibitions, demonstrations, and student work samples.

Regardless of what we call these alternatives to traditional testing, the belief is that they
capture significant educational outcomes more fully than traditional measures.  Alternative
assessment strategies share the following characteristics:

¥ Require students to produce or create something

¥ Tap higher-level thinking and problem-solving skills

¥ Use tasks that represent meaningful instructional activities

¥ Involve real-world applications

¥ Require new instructional and assessment roles for teachers and students

Alternative assessments focus on the importance of examining the processes as well as the
products of learning.  They challenge students to explore new possibilities, consider a variety
of solutions to complex, open-ended problems, and draw their own conclusions.  They also
encourage teachers to ensure alignment between instructional goals and student learning expe-
riences and to gather the information necessary to guide their instructional decision making.

Engaged learning and task performance is informed by ongoing authentic assessments of
how students are doing and involve students themselves in the assessment process.  An
important part of helping students manage and direct their own learning is to provide them
with opportunities to reflect on and evaluate their own work, set goals, and plan changes.

Where there is multidisciplinary, problem-based learning occurring, the role of assessment
is both formative and summative.  Such assessment provides information about how much
was learned in any particular unit of instruction, while providing information to students
and teachers about student progress over time.
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A Final Word

Engaged and wothwhile learning has been a reality in many classrooms and other learning
contexts for centuries, long before the recent explosion of electronic technologies.
However, computer technologies can offer some rich opportunities to enhance engaged
learning and authentic assessment and to promote engaged student and teacher roles.
Students who have access to these technologies can explore and find information from
sources around the world.  No longer is information solely controlled by or confined to the
teacher or the textbook.  Information gained through computer technologies also tends to be
more current.  In fact, it changes rapidly as new discoveries are made or as important
events take placeÑdiscoveries and events that may not find their way into student text-
books for several years.  These technologies also provide students with opportunities to
learn at any time and in any place.

With technology, students cannot only participate in the world of knowledge via the
Internet, listservs, CD-ROMs, and other sources, but they also can participate much more
in the world of knowledge making than ever before.  They can converse with experts in
many fields, seek information from other students or adults from around the world, and in
turn offer their own knowledge and products to the world.  While it has always been impor-
tant for students to learn how to select, reflect upon, manipulate, organize, and evaluate
information, the need is even greater now.  Without these skills, the bombardment of infor-
mation would be confusing, misleading, and overwhelming.

At the very least, with technology so prevalent in all aspects of our lives, especially in our
jobs, students need all the opportunities they can get for becoming facile with this remark-
able tool.  Every day new uses of technology appear; what today seems routine, would have
caused disbelief only a few years ago.  Unfortunately, schools seem behind in their adop-
tion of technology as a tool.  Clearly, we are failing our students if we do not use it.  But
while everyday uses are important for students to understand, and while they need to
become adept at using technology to succeed in their future careers, studentsÕ greatest 
opportunity is now, in school, where they can pursue, along with their teachers, the 
highest educational standards possible.
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