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Activities For The Engage Phase

Engage
The purpose of the Engage stage is simply to catch the student's attention. It may be a situation or event, a 
problem or puzzle, or an interesting demonstration. The Engage activity, which may or may not be a full lesson 
in length, is designed to pique student interest and get them thinking about relevant content. It can also be a 
great opportunity for teachers to assess prior knowledge and identify misconceptions.

Key Points: student interest, activate prior knowledge, reveal misconceptions

Demonstrations: 
Demonstrations are activities during which the teacher carries out a task and students observe what occurs. Demos are 
great to use when a phenomenon can be directly observed in action in the classroom. This is especially true when there 
are safety concerns to having students carry out the task. For example, if there is hot or boiling water, flames, or the 
use of harsh chemicals, you may not want your students involved in a hands-on manner. Activities that involve these 
safety concerns could make a great demo. Demos are also great if you have limited time to devote to the Engage 
activity. They typically don’t take very long, and because they are often used with whole-group instruction, everyone will 
begin and complete the activity at the same time.

Lab Experience: 
If your activity is free of safety concerns and you do have some time, I recommend converting demo activities into lab 
experiences. Lab experiences are experiences -- in the Engage phase, the intent is not to address things like 
hypotheses, variables, procedures, and conclusions. The goal is simply for students to experience something that sparks 
their curiosity -- don’t muddle it up too much with the intricacies of actual experiments and investigations. Those aspects 
of a lab experience will come into play in later phases -- but considering your purpose here, they really just draw away 
from the ultimate goal of engaging your students.

Discussions: 
Discussions can be a way to spark interest and draw out personal experiences. To engage students in a discussion, you 
can simply begin by asking, “Have you ever…?” “Tell me about a time when…” “Reflect on a time when…” “What do 
you think of…?” 

You can also use surveys or polls to generate discussion: “How many students in our class have the same color eyes as 
their parents?” “How many students agree/disagree with this statement?” 

Images:
Images are a simple and quick way to present a phenomenon and generate a discussion of student ideas and questions. 
Once you have your phenomenon, a quick Google search can give you any number of images that may fascinate and 
engage your students.

©iExploreScience	2018 www.iexplorescience.com



ENGAGE: Activities Cheat Sheet
NGSS Your Science Class

Activities For The Engage Phase cont…

Videos:
Videos are another simple way to engage students. Videos may present a demo you cannot carry out live in the 
classroom, they may outline a problem that needs solved, describe a current event (news broadcast, for example), or 
simply discuss the phenomenon students will be investigating. Videos can also be simulations. For example, NOAA has a 
great video that shows the location of every earthquakes that occurred between 2001 and 2015. This short video is a 
great starting point for a unit on plate tectonics. 

Models, Graphs, and Data:
While it could seem like models, graphs and data may not be the most engaging of activities, presenting students with 
graphs or other visual representations of data can be used to spark conversations about a concept or phenomena. This is 
going to work best if the data lends itself to a visual representation and is particularly surprising. For example, a graph 
that shows the fluctuations in Earth’s climate - and particularly its significant warming in recent times - can spark some 
great questions related to climate change (across Earth’s history as a whole) and human impacts. Along those lines, a 
visual representation of the distance between planets or the sizes of planets could be a bit “mind blowing” in terms of 
understanding the scale of our solar system. Likewise, a pedigree that shows the inheritance of a deadly genetic variation 
is both engaging on the authenticity front as well as puzzling on the why does that happen front. 

Challenges: 
When your content lends itself to it, a challenge can be an amazing way to involve your students in the 
phenomenon. Challenges in the Engage phase should be quick - students aren’t necessarily participating in an entire 
design process or investigation. Remember, the purpose is just to spark interest, generate questions, and tie to prior 
knowledge. Perhaps students are given the task to communicate a message across the room to a partner without 
speaking or writing. Perhaps students are asked to determine how many jumping jacks they must do to reach a target 
heart rate. By engaging in these activities and then comparing their solutions or answers to others, students can begin 
tying what they know to the content to be learned.
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