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Student Engagement Activities

When we ask students what motivates them, they say: teachers who care, a 
fun and inviting classroom, lots of interactions with other students and with the 
teacher, action, movement, and HUMOR. Also—they love the elements of freshness 
and surprise. They look forward to coming to class when they’re not sure what 
captivating assignment or challenge will happen next. 

The 6 activities included are designed to capture all of these motivating factors and 
more. Each activity works well for all subject areas and is easy to put to use right 
away in any classroom. Have fun! Use the ideas again and again with new content 
and new variations. Invite students to contribute content!

Get your students moving with the game-like ventures and friendly competitions. 
They’ll deepen understanding of concepts, polish processes, show what they’ve 
learned, meet personal goals, and discover things about themselves and each 
other. Make these activities your own. Each one can be adapted in unlimited ways 
to enhance engagement, learning, review, and assessment for your kids. Keep 
scores if you choose; but remember that the main goals are moving and learning!

Activities include:	 Page

•	 Headbands Activity  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                                             	 3

•	 Floor Movement Activity . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                                         	 4

•	 Clearing the Stack Activity  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                                       	11

•	 Letter Activity . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                                                  	25

•	 Paper Plate Math Activity  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                                        	40

•	 Paper Plate Alphabet Activity . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                                     	74

When copying pages, print them single-sided, using card stock or laminating 
cards for durability. (Kids can be aggressive with the cards, which leads to tearing 
or wrinkling.) Keep each set of letters or math symbols in a separate file folder.

Here is a link to a video wherein Jack explains more about the activities: 
https://vimeo.com/946315561/dd9e0b586b
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Headbands Activity Instructions

First!

•	 Prepare a set of several index cards (enough for each student plus several 
more): on each, write some content item from YOUR subject area. These 
items can be specific terms, key ideas, lesson topics, etc.—anything you are 
studying. For example, if you are a Language Arts teacher, the cards might 
contain such content as book titles, authors, parts of speech, literary devices, 
or multiple-meaning words. 

•	 Gather students to sit in a circle. Stack the cards facing down. Place the card 
in the center of the circle. 

Examples: 

Instructions: 

1.	 This is similar to the game “Headbands” where a player wears a word in a 
headband on their forehead. You can split the class into teams to do this or 
proceed as the whole class. 

2.	 One person from the group takes one card and holds it to their forehead 
(without looking at the card). Everyone else on the team (or in the class) 
shouts out clues to help the person guess what is on their card.

3.	 If the person with the card to their forehead struggles to guess, they can 
pass. Bury that card in the stack so that it will come around again.

4.	 The next person takes a card; this continues until everyone has had a turn 
and all the cards are used. Everyone should have a chance to guess and 
participate in giving clues.   

Julius 
Caesar

Pyramids 
of Giza

Manhattan 
Project

Greenhouse 
Effect

Quantum 
Theory

Lymphatic 
System
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Floor Movement Activity Instructions

First!

•	 This can be a 2-person race. Or, it can be a relay race between 2 teams of 
4 or 5 kids. You can use it purely for energizing your students. Or you can 
integrate curriculum content review for more learning. 

•	 Start with 20 copies of the feet image (see next page). Also, make 6 copies of 
each of the 4 pages with other instructions and images (e.g., Clap 10 times.) If 
you want to practice curriculum content, then also prepare 20 to 30 questions 
in your content area. (Use copies of the page that says, “Create your content 
question,” and write out brief questions in large, clear printing. Sample 
questions: “Who discovered penicillin?” or “What is the value of x  
in 10 – x = 20?”)

Instructions: 

1.	 Place the sheets of feet images on the floor pointed in various directions. Line 
them up in a straight or zig-zag line.

2.	 Unless you use this just for a jumping race to provide exercise for kids, 
intersperse other activities with the feet sheets. For every 2 or 3 sheets with 
feet images, insert a sheet with a silly instruction or a content question. Leave 
plenty of space between the sheets of paper.

3.	 Have the first 2 kids stand—one on either side of the first paper in the line. 
Given a signal, they race down the line, changing the direction of their feet 
to match each image. When they come to a sheet with an instruction or 
question, they stop and perform the task or shout out the answer.

4.	 If it’s a relay race, the next team members follow until these first 2 teams 
finish. The first student (or team) to finish each race (with correct answers) 
wins. Change the content sheets before starting with 2 new teams. 

Here is a link to a video that shows the basic moves of this activity:  
https://vimeo.com/manage/videos/1014433669/18e1e7fe1b
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Clap your hands.
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Wave your hands 
in the air.
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Count out loud 
to 10.
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Make a weird 
bird noise.
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Create your content question.
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Clearing the Stack Instructions

First!

•	 Prepare 5 to 8 sets of alphabet cards (using the lettered pages that follow this 
page). Prepare a group of 20 or more tasks or questions in your content area. 
This activity is fast-moving, so be sure to have plenty of questions ready. 

•	 Divide students into groups with about 5 students to a group. It’s best if each 
group has the same number of students. Give a set of letters to each group. 
Direct the students to set out the letters on the floor in front of their group so 
that all 26 letters are easy to see and reach.

Instructions: 

1.	 Inform students of the time they’ll have to complete each task or question. 
For example, an instruction might be: “Name as many historical places in the 
world as you can in 45 seconds.”

2.	 Remind them that, although they will have the entire alphabet at their 
disposal, they can’t re-use the first letter of an answer. For example, if their 
first answer is “Pyramids of Giza,” they will pull P out of the letter group. This 
means that they can’t use “Panama Canal” for another answer—they’ll have 
to think of something that does not begin with P. As they remove used letters 
from the floor, they’ll be able to quickly see what letters remain.

3.	 Explain that the goal is for the group to use as many letters as possible in the 
time allowed. Of course, only correct answers will count!

4.	 Once students have the letters ready, and the time and question are clear—
give the “Go!” signal. 

This is a great way to check understandings, learn about their prior knowledge, or 
assess what students have gained in a lesson or unit. Change the length of time or 
mix up the group composition to get kids up and moving. 

P C W
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Letter Activity Instructions
Using only the letters: A, D, N, S, L, F, P, T, C, H, O, R, B and W

First!

•	 Make 10 sets of the letters that follow this page. Prepare 25 or more 
questions (with short answers) in your content area. Make sure that your 
questions can be answered with the provided letters. Remember, not every 
letter is available for this activity!

•	 Divide students into equal groups. (Groups of 4 to 6 students are ideal.) Give 
a set of letters to each group.

Instructions:

1.	 Tell students that they must work as a group to spell the answer to each 
question—using the available letters. Let them know that they may not fold, 
cover, or write on the sheets to create a letter. They will spell the answer by 
laying letters out on the floor.

2.	 Show students how they can re-orient letters to create others (C can become 
U; W turned upside down can become M; a sideways W can be E.)

3.	 Pose a practice question to start the activity: For example, “What causes 
earthquakes?” (Some possible answers are fault, faults, plates, plate.) To spell 
any of these, students will need to reorient C and W. For the first round, they 
may not re-use or repeat any letters.

4.	 For a second practice question, ask, “What is a major product or service from 
the area where you live?” This time, they can provide two answers—using the 
letters once, then putting them back to spell a second answer.

5.	 Use as many sample (general) questions as needed until they get the point 
and skill of the game. Then ask questions related to their content studies.

6.	 You can change the rules to allow them to repeat letters from their folder as 
many times as needed to provide an answer. 
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D
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N
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L
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F
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P
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T
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C
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H
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O
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R
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B
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W
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Paper Plate Math Activity Instructions

First!

•	 Print 5 to 8 sets of the following numerals (0 – 9), fractions, and math symbols 
(found on the following pages). Or, write these numbers and symbols on 
actual (sturdy) paper plates. Divide students into groups of about 4 to 6 
students. Give a set of paper plates to each group. 

•	 Create 25 or more math problems to solve or questions to answer. Use these 
questions to check student understanding of math operations, processes, 
and problem-solving approaches.

•	 This is an active activity where everyone is out of their seats at the same 
time. So, have enough space ready for all students to be on their feet in their 
groups—with some space between groups. 

Instructions: 

1.	 Tell students that you will ask a question and repeat it once. At your “Go” 
signal, they will show the answer using the paper plates. They will choose the 
correct numbers and symbols to form an answer, then they will stand up and 
hold the plates above their heads in the correct order.

2.	 Remind them that some of them may need to move when showing an answer. 
For example, if an answer is 4,609.46, the persons holding the 4 and the 6 will 
need to move from the first position to the second position for those digits.

3.	 Start with some simple questions. Ask a variety of kinds of questions—some 
with answers in the form of one number or symbol. Or there might be two 
correct answers. Also, this activity can involve making entire expressions or 
equations. 

4.	 If a group provides a wrong answer or solution, stop them at the point of the 
mistake and say, “I will come back to your group.” Continue to the next group 
to see if they have the correct answer. The goal is for them not to say the 
wrong answer. You want them to hear the correct answer. To reinforce  
and remember correct answers, have all groups participate in showing the 
correct answer. 
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1
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2
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1/2
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Paper Plate Alphabet Activity Instructions

First!

•	 Print 5 to 8 sets of the letters on the following pages. Or, write these letters on 
actual (sturdy) paper plates. (Whatever method you use, make each set with 
a separate color paper or writing.) Divide students into groups of about 4 to 6 
students. Give a set of paper plates to each group. 

•	 Prepare a list of 25 or more words. This is a great spelling activity. Or it can 
be used for review, reinforcement, or comprehension of anything else in your 
content area. You might be looking for vocabulary words (you’d provide a 
definition and they’d identify the word) or short answers to any other content-
related questions.

•	 This is an active activity where everyone is out of their seats at the same 
time. So, have enough space ready for all students to be on their feet in their 
groups—with some space between groups. 

Instructions: 

1.	 Tell students that you will state a word and repeat it once. For a spelling 
exercise, you may also need to give a brief definition. If this is a vocabulary 
exercise, tell them you’ll give a definition. At your “Go” signal, they will spell 
the word using the paper plates. They will choose the correct letters, then 
stand up and hold the plates above their heads in the correct order.

2.	 Remind them that some of them may need to move when showing an answer. 
For example, if the word is aardvark, the persons holding the A and the R will 
need to move to different positions in order to spell the word.

3.	 If you use this activity for content questions rather than specifically for 
spelling, you’ll need to let students know if correct spelling counts for getting 
a correct answer. 

4.	 If a group provides a wrong answer or spells a word wrong, stop them at the 
point of the mistake and say, “I will come back to your group.” Continue to 
the next group to see if they have the correct answer. The goal is for them 
not to say the wrong answer. You want them to hear the correct answer. 
To reinforce and remember correct answer or spelling, have all groups 
participate in showing the correct answer. 
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