
Engagement Take-Away Strategies

Characteristic of Engagement Instructional Strategies for Engagement Are Built into Tool Instructional Strategies for Engagement Are NOT Built into Tool

Social, Co-Use 
or Co-Engagement

Students co-construct knowledge or collaborate with other 
students in the tool.

Students collaborate with experts or parents who are 
communicating via the tool.

Teachers work through the tool to monitor and engage with 
students as they work.

Pair up students using the tool.

Teachers model how to navigate and think with the tool: I do, we do, 
you do.

Teachers or parents use guided practice to work with students on how 
to navigate and think as they use the tool.

Active Learning The technology forces students to be hands-on in investigating 
and constructing their understanding of the learning goals.

The technology allows students to self-pace through the tool, 
with supports to stay on the learning task.

Use think-aloud or share-aloud sessions (students periodically pause and 
refl ect and share what they are learning with others).

Use refl ective thinking practices.

Time-on-Task Tool provides supports to stay on the learning task.

Refl ective practices are built into learning in the tool.

Students complete paper handouts and checklists as they navigate a tool.

Conduct teacher think-alouds.

Use a software tour.

Teachers can use eff ective instructional strategies to promote engagement, such as pairing up students while using a piece of 
software or using a guided practice approach and modeling for students what to think about when using the technology tool. 
However, some technology tools are created with these practices in mind and have built-in engagement features of time-on-task 
and co-use. This table shows a few examples of software that have organically built-in engagement features.
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Technology Tools with Built-in Characteristics of Engagement

Name of Tool Co-Use Time-on-Task Content Area

Google Docs/
Slides/Sheets
(google.com/docs/about)

Google tools are built for collaboration. They allow multiple editors to edit 
the same resource, and have a history so that all the contributions from 
each editor are visible.

More focus is placed on the process of learning 
(with the editing and commenting tools), rather 
than a beautiful end-product.

ALL

Write About
(writeabout.com)

This writing tool has features for co-editing. Peers, teachers, and even 
outside experts weigh in on a student’s writing process. Teachers can also 
give real-time feedback.

Built-in supports help the students focus on the 
task of learning to write, including story ideas and 
a process for getting synchronous feedback from 
instructors. There are few distractions.

ELA

Popplet
(popplet.com)

Popplet is a graphic organizing tool with built-in tools for collaborative 
brainstorming. Students co-construct knowledge and document who is 
sharing what and when.

A time-warp feature aids in documenting and 
archiving students’ progress, which can also help 
them focus on the task at hand.

ALL

Soundtrap
(soundtrap.com)

This cloud-based collaborative music-editing tool lets students work with 
other music editors at the same time to build out a song or podcast.

The only option in the software is to build music 
and audio feeds. There are no distractions.

ALL/
Music/Arts

Spacedeck
(spacedeck.com)

Spacedeck is a collaborative whiteboard. It allows multiple editors to work 
together. Teachers can upload images, PDFs, videos, and other supports to 
help scaff old understanding and instruction.

The whiteboard includes many types of tools for 
students to co-construct their learning.

ALL

Pear Deck
(peardeck.com)

This website and app is an interactive lecture tool that alllows students to 
follow along and participate in activities in real time (or self-paced). The 
teacher can interact with students as they share their understanding.

Teachers can get real-time feedback from students 
as well as share feedback with students during 
lectures. 

ALL

Storytime 
(kindoma.com) 

This early-literacy software company uses research on co-engagement 
strategies to help young children co-read and co-construct knowledge 
using drawing tools and video.

Children co-engage with parents, mentors, 
teachers, or older siblings through the tool as they 
talk about their learning.

Early Literacy
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This table shows what the characteristics of engagement may look like when the technology tool has organically built-in features of engagement. 
For example, a piece of software may allow students to collaborate on a shared document, thus allowing them to work independently on their 
own tool but still use the software to collaborate with their classmates on their work. The table also shows instructional strategies for creating 
engagement around the use of the technology tool when engagement is not present within the tool. For example, students working on a “drill 
and practice” piece of software could be paired up to do the activities together and then periodically stop and share aloud what they are learning. 

This table lists possible instructional strategies to use when features of enhancement are organically part of the tool. One example is software that 
diff erentiates the same content based on reading levels to allow students to read the same content as their peers but at their “just right” reading 
level. The table also lists strategies teachers can use to create enhancement around the use of the technology tool when enhancement is not present 
within the tool. For example, students working with a “drill and practice” piece of software could be given a checklist of higher-level probing 
questions to stop and ask each other as they work.

Most educational technology is not built with educational experts or research in mind. However, there are some tools that promote 
enhancement. This table includes a few examples of technology tools that have enhancement characteristics organically built into the tool.
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Enhancement Take-Away Strategies

Characteristic of Enhancement Instructional Strategies for Enhancement Are Built into Tool Instructional Strategies for Enhancement Are NOT Built into Tool

Scaff olds to reach more 
sophisticated understanding 
through higher-order thinking

Opportunities exist for inquiry-based learning, to investigate an 
idea, collect data, and show understanding.

Tool has built-in ways for students to refl ect (and use higher-order 
thinking) on what they are doing on the device, not just consume 
knowledge.

Students participate in classroom discussions or turn-and-talks to 
construct hypotheses and new ideas from what they are learning 
through the tool.

Students practice refl ective thinking strategies and self-questioning.

Tool allows visual representations of thinking (graphic organizer).

Added value beyond traditional 
tools (diff erentiation and 
personalization)

The technology allows teachers to easily diff erentiate learning 
(e.g., assign students to reading level groups, allow students 
to get synchronized individual feedback based on their 
mathematical problem-solving).

The technology allows teachers to personalize learning for each 
student’s interests (e.g., students can choose to pursue a problem 
based on their interests, students can choose a way to share their 
knowledge based on their skills).

Teachers give students checklists or support sheets based on their 
learning level.

Teachers assign students to work in similar interest teams around 
the technology.

Students can select “just right” tools.

Tool allows students a choice in how to represent their work.

Technology Tools with Built-in Characteristics of Enhancement

Name of Tool Value-Added Supports or Scaff olds Advantages over Traditional Tools Content Area

Classkick 
(classkick.com)

Formative
(goformative.com)

Both apps allow teachers to set up activities for students and 
synchronously watch and participate in learning activities 
with students. Activities can be set up based on student 
learning or interest levels.

Teachers can diff erentiate instruction by sending out variations of 
the same activity to diff erent learners. They can also synchronously 
co-engage with students, providing real-time feedback during the 
learning process.

ALL

Kaizena
(kaizena.com)

This website provides synchronous editing and feedback 
between students and teachers, and allows real-time 
collaboration on documents, writing, and research. Feedback 
can be created via text, audio recording, video, and/or links.

Feedback is real time so students can revise their work during the 
writing process. Teachers can easily diff erentiate instruction and 
type of feedback with this tool.

ALL

Imagistory
(imagistory.com)

This early-literacy app enables children to co-construct a 
story with others based on images and audio.

Young children team up to build and record a story, working on 
articulation and annunciation. The app encourages co-engagement, 
thus improving higher-level skills of creating and synthesizing.  

ELA

Google My Maps
(google.com/mymaps)

This tool allows students to co-construct maps in real time. 
Students can work with others to add video, image, points of 
interest, and more to their interactive maps.

Students practice higher-level skills of creating, synthesizing, and 
connecting to the authentic world. They can create virtual trips, 
explore communities where novels or historical events take place, 
and navigate actual geographical formations.

ALL

TweenTribune
(tweentribune.com)

This site features articles posted by the Smithsonian that are 
diff erentiated based on students’ reading Lexile levels.

This tool allows for easy diff erentiation of the same content. ELA

Enhancement
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Technology allows students to grow as learners in a lifelong way, 
so they do not need the school setting to continue to use the tools.

This table lists possible instructional strategies to use when extension features are organically built into the tool. An example is software that 
allows students studying polar bears to synchronously connect with expert scientists in Canada doing fi eldwork with polar bears. The table 
also lists strategies teachers can use to create extension around the use of the technology tool when extension is not present within the tool. 
For example, students working on an Excel spreadsheet to learn about linear and non-linear graphs could gather data for the graph from their 
own life experiences.

While teachers often need to create authentic contexts around technology tools, some tools make it easier to connect to everyday 
life because they are built for these connections. This table includes examples of tools with extension characteristics built into them.
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Extension Take-Away Strategies

Characteristic of Extension Instructional Strategies for Extension Are Built into Tool Instructional Strategies for Extension Are NOT Built into Tool

Allowing students 
to learn 24/7

Students can continue to collect data, refl ect, and research through 
the tool easily outside of school (e.g., a mobile device that allows 
students to record interviews on-the-go).

Students use analog resources and methods to collect data 
and then use their technology tool back in the classroom.

Bridging everyday experiences 
with school learning

Use technology to synchronously connect with students or experts 
in another location.

Use technology to help solve real-world problems.

Ask students to go out into their community and look for 
connections to the learning, then report back to class via oral
or written work.

Use tech-to-self connections.

Create an authentic context.

Everyday soft skills Technology helps students manage tasks, communicate, and 
collaborate with others, while expertly gathering knowledge 
about the world around them.

Practice modeling soft skills in person, and then try them via the 
technology tools.

Technology Tools with Built-in Characteristics of Extension

Name of Tool Connection to Everyday Life Content Area

The WildLab
(thewildlab.org)

Students are invited to collect and share images and descriptions of birds in their local area in this collaborative website. Science and 
Social Studies

SepiaTown
(sepiatown.com)

Students are invited to locate and share vintage photos from their local area on this collaborative website. Social Studies

Figment
(fi gment.com)

Students are invited to write stories, provide feedback on stories (feedback is moderated!), and share their writing with 
a national audience. 

ELA

GooseChase
(goosechase.com)

Teachers (or students) can set up mobile scavenger hunts around their community (or on a fi eld trip) for students. Students 
can participate in the hunts alone or with a team, documenting their hunt with images, video, and text submissions.

ALL

Klikaklu
(klikaklu.com)

Students can create photo scavenger hunts around the local community (or on fi eld trips). They can participate in the hunts 
via their mobile phones and share results through the app.

ALL

Lab4U (lab4u.co) Students can download the science lab apps (chemistry, physics, and biology) to their mobile devices and use the apps to 
conduct real-time experiments wherever they are!

Science

Google Hangouts 
(google.com/hangouts)

Twitter (twitter.com)

Skype (skype.com)

Students can use tools like Google Hangouts, Twitter, or Skype to connect with experts, other classrooms, and leaders in 
educational fi elds.

ALL

Extension

A Look at Tools That Promote Extension

Understanding and Incorporating

In life, we don’t select a tool and then create a problem just so that we 
can use the tool; rather we select a tool to meet the needs of the problem. 


