
A Design Guide for Student Engagement and Relevance 
Design principles for an engaged and culturally relevant classroom

Cognitively Challenging Tasks 
When students are challenged to use the information they have learned 
to solve problems, make decisions, conduct investigations, and create 
hypotheses regarding real-world issues, they are much more likely to see 
what they are learning as important.   

Does the Task and Instruction: 

• Focus on sustained examination of a few topics rather than 
superficial coverage of many? 

• Allow students to combine facts and ideas in order to synthesize, 
generalize, explain, hypothesize or arrive at some conclusion or 
interpretation?  

• Encourage discourse that is characterized by substantive 
coherence and continuity?  

• Challenge students to clarify or justify their assertions?  

• Generate original and innovative ideas? 

How will you know these design principles are working?

Academic Mindsets 
Academic Mindsets are the attitudes or beliefs one has about oneself in 
relation to academic work. Strong academic performance “validates” 
positive mindsets, increases perseverance, and reinforces strong 
academic behaviors. 

Does the Task and Instruction: 

• Allow students to feel as though they belong, are scholars, are a 
part of the academic community? 

• Allow students to grow their ability and competence as a direct 
result of their work and effort? 

• Allow chances for success? 

• Have value for the student? Can s/he do well on the task? Enjoy 
the task? Does it serve a useful purpose? 

• Allow the student to persist at academic tasks despite setbacks? 

How will you know these design principles are working?

Relevance and Value Beyond School 
Meaningful intellectual accomplishments have practical, aesthetic, or 
personal value beyond the confines of school. When classroom tasks 
take on relevance by incorporating students’ cultural experience and/or 
addressing real-world issues, the tasks take on more significance for 
students. 

Does the Task and Instruction: 

• Have meaning and relevance beyond the confines of the 
school? 

• Build on students’ knowledge, skills, cultural referents and 
personal experiences to teach important ideas? 

• Address an actual public problem of some contemporary 
significance? 

• Have students communicate their knowledge to others beyond 
the classroom in ways that assist or influence others? 

How will you know these design principles are working?

Creativity and Collaboration 
Two basic human drives, creative self-expression and the need to 
engage in collaborative relationships help students find meaning and 
significance in their work. 

Does the Task and Instruction: 

• Allow for student choice? 

• Model the strategies that students need to shape their projects 
to their own interests and concerns? 

• Offer a chance for complete immersion into the work? (Does the 
task invite Flow?) 

• Allow for students to work together with others? 

• Identify audiences, clients, and customers who need or 
appreciate the work and provide feedback for improvement? 

How will you know these design principles are working?
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