
 

3 Keys To Being An Engaging Educator 
by Alvin Irby 
 
1. Embrace Repetition 
When you watch a movie, you probably make predictions about what you think will happen. It 
doesn’t matter whether the movie is an action, thriller, mystery, or drama; you feel an enormous 
sense of satisfaction when you accurately predict how a character will behave or how a scene 
will unfold. The predictable structure (i.e. story arch) of most movies makes the causal movie 
watcher more engaged and comfortable. The same thing is true of students during a lesson. 
Predictable lesson structures such as “I do” (demo), “we do” (guided practice), “you do” 
(independent practice) shift students’ thinking from what’s going to happen next toward what is 
happening right then and there. Even though content and learning aims vary from lesson to 
lesson, when students understand the general structure and flow of a lesson, they are freed to 
focus their mental energy on learning the new content being presented. 
  
Best-selling author Malcolm Gladwell suggests that 10,000 hours of deliberate practice are 
necessary to become exceptional in any field. An important first step to achieving world-class 
ability is proficiency. For many students, academic proficiency is a distant and out of reach goal. 
Teachers are uniquely positioned to alter students’ perceptions about repetition. Doing 
something more than once and in many cases over and over again isn’t bad. The best teachers 
find very sneaky and highly engaging ways to get students to practice skills or review concepts. 
When I taught kindergarten and first grade, I taught my students how to “Rap the 5s.”  
 
“If you rap the 5s, then I’ll hit the beat. If you rap the 5s, then I’ll hit the beat. If you rap the 5s, 
then I’ll hit the beat.Are you ready? Oh yeah!” With my hand over my mouth, I would start 
beatboxing: “Boo, ti, boo, boo boo, ti, boo, ti, boo, boo boo, ti, boo, ti, boo, boo boo, ti.” 
By now, my students were crazy hype and ready to rap. “5, 10, 15, 20, 25, 30, 35, 40….85, 90, 
95, 100.” And with a loud “chhhhhhhh” they crossed their arms in complete satisfaction.  
 
Teacher and educational philosopher John Gatto says in his iconic book A Different Kind of 
Teacher that you can’t teach a student something he or she doesn’t want to learn. Ultimately, 
students must spend time wrestling with or practicing new skills and concepts. Three of the most 
effective teaching and learning tools throughout human history are stories, play, and humor. 
When teachers find creative ways to combine these tools the result is extremely high 
engagement and lots of repetition. For example, during my trigonometry class in high school, 
my teacher introduced the concepts of SIN (sine), COS (cosine), and TAN (tangent) with a 
ridiculously funny mnemonic that made my class erupt into laughter.  My teacher went beyond 
the traditional sohcahtoa mnemonic and it made all the difference in terms of engagement: 
 
SIN = Opposite/Hypotenuse Some Old Hippy 
COS = Adjacent/Hypotenuse Caught A Hippy 
TAN = Opposite/Adjacent Tripping On Acid 

© Alvin Irby LLC 2018 



 

2. Activate Prior Knowledge and Shared Cultural Experiences 
Many teachers start new lessons or activities by creating a KWL Chart with students (i.e., What 
do I know? What do I want to know or wonder? What did I learn?) Let’s pause for a moment and 
imagine that we’re at an education conference and are excited to be there. Now imagine that 
during our first session of the conference, the presenter starts a KWL chart about astrophysics 
or the thermodynamics of nuclear fusion. If I can be completely honest, I became a little anxious 
just writing the words thermodynamics and astrophysics. I actually googled them just to make 
sure I was spelling them correctly. I was not spelling them correctly. In case you were 
wondering. The point I’m trying to make is that many children experience the same anxieties 
that adults feel when we encounter unfamiliar information or new topics that we perceive to be 
scary or difficult. When educators find creative ways to introduce new information, students are 
more engaged. 
 
Effectively modeling and demonstrating a new reading strategy, science theory, or math 
concept increases engagement and empowers students to tackle increasingly challenging 
problems. Walking students through your specific thought process and the various steps you 
take to solve a problem can be invaluable and provide the extra support some students need to 
fully participate in the learning process. As educators, we should endeavor for our 
demonstrations to tap into common or shared cultural artifacts and experiences. If you’re 
introducing math word problems to students, use actual students names. Instead of using 
generic items in the story, use things with which your students are familiar such as popular 
songs, ethnic foods, or clothing items. For example, Juan cooked 5 empanadas and ate two of 
them. When teaching scientific notation to high schoolers, a math teacher could demonstrate 
this abstract concept by explaining that when the exponent is negative, you move the decimal to 
the left like the Beyoncé song Irreplaceable: “To the left, to the left…” The teacher should of 
course have the song cued on YouTube so that it plays at the exact moment during the lesson.  
 
In order to effectively activate prior knowledge and shared cultural experiences, educators must 
make time to get to know students in an authentic way. What do students like? Fear? What are 
students passionate about and what are they experts in? Judgment must be suspended and 
trust must be built in order to create a safe space, where students feel comfortable being 
vulnerable and sharing parts of their lives with educators. Every child is an individual and groups 
of students no matter how dissimilar they may appear share cultural artifacts and experiences 
that can be leveraged to enhance learning and increase engagement. 
 
3. Be Authentic   
Don’t be a generic copy of another teacher or an inflexible stereotype of what you think a 
teacher should be. Be yourself. Offer students a window into your world. What are your 
passions? What are some of your favorite things? What are your fears or concerns? Even if 
you’re super corny or a bit eccentric, students will respect you for being genuine and as a result, 
they will feel more comfortable being their authentic selves. Being an engaging educator 
requires authenticity and a genuine passion for the work. If students don’t feel safe to be 
themselves, take risks in class, and ask for help, engagement will be low and progress slow.  
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