
TEACH LIKE A 
PIRATE

RE-BOOT
• Increase Student 

Engagement
• Transform Your Classroom 

Teaching



THE HEART OF A 
PIRATE



Passion
■ Content Passion – What do you most enjoy teaching?  What do you 

enjoy least?
■ Professional Passion – What is it about being an educator that drives 

you – that fires you up?
– What is your professional passion?
– On the days when you don’t have real passion for what you are 

teaching, you must consciously make the decision to focus on 
your professional passion.

– Professional passion helps fill in the gaps we might have in 
content passion.

■ Personal passion – Completely outside of your profession, what are 
you passionate about?

– Find ways to incorporate your personal passion into your teaching
– Develop lessons that showcase your personal passion.



Immersion
■ Your ability to ”be” with your students is an awesome and 

unmistakably powerful technique.
■ We ask our students to be engaged in the lesson we are teaching.
■ We should expect the same of ourselves.

– Students should feel we are truly present with them.
– We should be fully invested in the interactions we have with our 

students.
■ When delivering instruction, particularly with struggling learners, we 

need to be with them, not separated from them.
■ Example: Teaching swim lessons
■ Allow yourself the flexibility to “be” with your students.



Rapport
■ Key to behavior management and student engagement
■ Tips for developing rapport with your students

– Learn about your students – What are their hobbies?  What sports do 
they play?  Are they in a club at school?  What types of music do they 
like?  What movies do they like?  What TV shows do they enjoy?  
What talents do they have?

– Can you make connections between your content and pop culture?
– Can you connect current events and your content?
– Spend informal time with your students (between classes, at lunch, 

before and after school, during passing periods)
■ Rapport creates buy-in
■ Develop a classroom climate where students feel comfortable trying new 

things.



Ask and Analyze
(Creativity in Lesson Design)

■ What is the creative process?  It is a matter of asking the right questions and 
doing some research when you get the answers.

■ Brainstorming
– Sometimes it will seem you get creative inspiration out of nowhere.  

Usually this creativity comes when you have done some work asking the 
right questions.  

■ Design a System to Capture Ideas
– Brilliant ideas will come to you when you least expect it.
– Develop a strategy to jot those thoughts down when they come.

■ Don’t Be Afraid to Fail
– Consider failing as feedback – don’t be afraid to fail
– Use failure as motivation to make the lesson better.



Transformation
■ “Provide an uncommon experience for your students and they will 

reward you with an uncommon effort and attitude.” – Dave Burgess
■ Do you want your classes to provide an uncommon experience for 

your students?
■ Two questions for raising the bar:

– If your students didn’t have to be there, would you be teaching 
in an empty classroom?

– Do you have any lessons that folks would pay admission to see?
■ Positioning and Reframing

– Positioning is the process by which you create a picture and 
understanding in the minds of your students to differentiate 
your class.

– Reframing is the process of providing a new context for the 
material we teach to break down any negative associations or 
preconceived ideas.



Enthusiasm
■ Enthusiasm is probably the most important aspect of eliciting student 

engagement.
■ Commit to Being “On”

– Don’t cheat your students with a subpar lesson
– Is it hard to be “on” all the time?  The answer is an emphatic yes!  

Is it worth it to your students?  Yes!
– Usually, it something is exciting for you, it will be exciting to 

your students and they will retain more of what you are teaching 
them.

■ Two ways to gain enthusiasm:
– “Act as if” principle – enthusiasm can be faked – act like you are 

enthusiastic!  As you act enthusiastic, you start to be more 
enthusiastic!

– Shift your focus – carefully manage your thoughts to focus 
more on the positive and less on the negative.



“A good teacher, like a good 
entertainer, first must hold his 
audiences attention.  Then he can 
teach his lesson.” 
        – Hendrick John Clarke



    Strategies to Create          
 Engaging Lessons

■ Being engaging to your students requires
– Planning
– Presentation
– Preparation

■ Critical Components of Engaging Lessons
– Presentations
– Content
– Technique/Method



   Transitions are 
Critical■ The most important information you are 

trying to teach should be delivered at 
moment of peak engagement.

■ Make sure that everything a student will 
need for your lesson is already out and 
readily available.

■ If there is a delay, the momentum will be 
lost the students will check out.

■ Make sure the transitions are quick and 
seamless.



HOOKS WILL 
ENGAGE               

YOUR STUDENTS



Get Moving!!



     The Kinesthetic Hook
■ Incorporating movement into a lesson can help a student’s brain and 

body work more effectively.
– How can I incorporate movement into the lesson?
– Can we throw something, roll something – inside or outside of class?
– Can we act something out?
– Can we incorporate gestures and motions that students can do at 

their desks?
– Can students move to different sides of the room to express an 

opinion?
– Can students reenact portions of the lesson?
– Can the lesson become a walk around lesson instead of a sit down 

one?
– Can we play a game that will enhance the lesson?
– Can I design the lesson so that kids are up at least once?



  The People Prop 
Hook
■ Involve students in your lessons

– How can I make my lesson “play big” by using students as 
props, inanimate objects, or concepts?

– Can we create a human graph, chart, map, or equation?
– Can students be assigned a specific step in a process or an 

event and then have to order themselves sequentially?
– Can some students be props and some be prop movers?



           The Safari Hook
■ Take your students on a trip!

– How can I get my class outside of the classroom for this 
lesson?

– Where would be the best place on campus to deliver this 
lesson content?

– Is there an area of the school that serves as the perfect 
backdrop?

– Can I “plant” key lesson items outside of the classroom for 
us to “discover”?

■ Taking your class beyond the classroom walls is a shortcut to 
engagement because it is so novel.



               Artistic Hooks



     The Picasso Hook
■ Discover students’ artistic abilities.

– How can I incorporate art into this lesson?
– What can the students draw or make that would help with 

understanding?
– Can students make some kind of non-linguistic 

representation of the lesson material?
– Can students create visuals of key information as a way to 

review for a test?
– Can students design word pictures in which they way a word 

is written reveals its definition?
– Can I create an art-based option that students could choose 

instead of another assignment?



    The Mozart Hook
■ Use music to enhance your lesson.

– How can I use music to aid my lesson presentation?
– What would be the perfect song or type of music to create the right 

mood and proper atmosphere?
– What songs have lyrics that relate to my lesson?
– If I don’t know, can I ask my students to find examples from their music 

that relate to the topic?
– How can I most effectively use music as they enter the classroom?
– How can I improve the start of my lesson with the perfect song 

selection?
– What type of music should we listen to while students are working?
– Can I use music to make transitions smoother?
– How can I use music to wrap up my lesson?
– Can students create songs/raps that demonstrate understanding?
– Can students change song lyrics to reflect course content?



  The Dance and Drama 
Hook

■ All the world’s a stage….
– Can I provide opportunities for my students to do skits or make videos 

related to the lesson?
– Can students learn and perform an relevant dance?
– Can students teach a dance to the class?
– Can students impersonate key people from history in a panel 

discussion or interview format?
– Can students reenact historical events?
– Can students write a script and create a video to play for the class?



   The Craft Store 
Hook■ Involve students in making things.

– How can I incorporate a craft into this lesson?
– What can my students make that relate to the lesson content?
– Is there an origami fold that I can teach to the class for this 

content?
– Can I provide some basic supplies such as craft sticks, pipe 

cleaners, and duct tape, give them an open-ended creative project, 
and turn them loose?

– Could there be craft skills my students already possess that could 
enhance my curriculum and simultaneously allow them the chance 
to be the expert for the day?



What’s In It For Me?



The Student Hobby 
Hook

■ Get to know what your students are interested in.
– How can I incorporate the hobbies and outside 

interests of my students into this material?
– Do I even know the hobbies and outside interests of my 

students and, if not, how can I find out?
– How can I harness the power of connecting my content 

to what students are already interested in?



    The Real-World Application 
Hook■ Real-world application makes learning stick.

– How can I show my students why learning this content 
is important in the real world?

– How will they possibly apply this lesson content in their 
lives?

– Can we increase motivation and engagement by 
offering reasons to learn that go beyond “because it’s 
on the test”?

– Can students create something ”real” that will be more 
than a classroom project but actually allow them to 
interact with the world in authentic ways?



The Life-Changing Lesson 
Hook■ Design lessons that inspire students.

– How can I use this lesson to deliver an inspirational 
message?

– What type of life-changing lesson can be incorporated 
into the content?

– What type of essential questions can I ask that allow 
students the opportunity for personal reflection and 
growth?



  The Opportunistic 
Hook■ Associate your curriculum with current events to increase student 

engagement.
– What current events are related to this lesson?
– Is there a hot topic in the news or at school that I can use to 

capture student attention?
– What aspect of current pop culture can I tie into this material?
– In what ways can I incorporate currently popular trends, fads, TV 

shows, and movies in order to make this relevant and engaging 
for my class?

– Can I put intriguing images of current events on the walls with QR 
codes underneath that link to more information?



 All The World Is A 
Stage



The Interior Design Hook
■ Anything you can do to manipulate and control the classroom environment is 

fair game.
– How can I transform my room to create the ultimate atmosphere for this 

lesson?
– Can I change the lighting for mood?
– Can I block out all light and just use accent lights to emphasize certain 

things?
– Can I cover or decorate the walls, the ceiling, or the floor?
– Can I change the entrance so no one can see into my class?
– How can I rearrange the desks for this lesson the be most effective?
– Can I create more space by removing desks?
– Can I add partitions to break the room into areas or create a maze?
– How would you decorate if you were throwing a theme party for this 

lesson?
– Is there a theme park attraction that corresponds to your lesson?



 The Board Message 
Hook■ Use messages to spark student attention.

– What can I write on my board or have projected on my screen that 
will immediately spark curiosity and interest as the students enter 
my room?

– What type of message will create a buzz and provoke students to 
point it out and begin to talk to each other about it before class 
even begins?

– What can I write that will be intriguing and mysterious and compel 
students to approach me and ask questions before we get 
started?

– Can I just put a QR code on the board or screen and see what 
happens?

– Can I have an intriguing image projected that will eventually tie 
into my content?



The Costume Hook
■ Be the “guest speaker” for the day.

– What can I wear as an outfit or costume for this lesson?
– Is there an existing character that I can impersonate?
– Can I create a character that is relevant to this lesson?
– Can I invent a superhero or super villain for this subject?
– What accessory (something as small as a hat or glasses) can I 

wear to enhance my presentation?



The Props Hook
■ Teachers can use “Show and Tell”, too.

– What physical item can I bring in to add to my presentation?
– What image can I show to my students?
– Instead of just talking about a book, can I bring it?
– Instead of just mentioning a person, can I show their picture?
– What can I bring that students can actually hold in their hands and 

pass up and down the aisles?



  The Involved Audience 
Hook■ Make students feel that they a part of “the show”.

– How can I consistently keep the students feeling involved?
– Can I cue the students to make certain motions or sounds at 

key points?
– Can I incorporate call and response into the lesson?
– Can I, unknown to their classmates, cue certain students to pay 

a pre-arranged role?
– Can I bring students to the front of the room as volunteers?



   The Mystery Bag Hook
■ Curiosity can be a motivating tool for learning.

– How can I gain engagement by openly hiding something from the 
class?

– Can I have a closed box or package on the front stand?
– How can I build up the suspense of the unveiling?
– Can I cut a hole into a box so that students can reach inside the 

box and feel the contents but not see?
– Can I give hints and open the floor for guesses?
– What can I put into the mystery box or bag that would tie to the 

lesson?



Stand and Deliver



The Storytelling Hook
■ Storytelling creates student interest in your lesson.

– What captivating story can I tell that would draw students into 
this lesson?

– Can I create a high-interest story to fit the lesson?
– What techniques of the master storytellers, such as dramatic 

build, can I use to enhance this presentation?
– How would speaking in character, using accents, changing 

intonations, and varying volume for effect (even whispering) 
have an impact on the class?

– How can I use facial expressions, dramatic pauses, and gestures 
to improve the power of my lecture?



 The Swimming With The Sharks 
Hook
■ Breaking down the invisible wall between you and your students during 

your lesson presentation can greatly increase student engagement.
– How can I enter the audience and break down the barrier between 

teacher and class?
Can I participate in the activity?

– Can I storm up and down the rows and use the whole room as my 
platform?

– Can I enter the physical space of key areas in the room where 
attention is waning?

– Is there a different place, or multiple places, that I can present from 
for the sake of novelty?



The Taboo Hook
■ Topics that are “taboo” make us curious.

– How can I use the fact that students are fascinated by that 
which is taboo and forbidden?

– How can I position my topic so that it seems like a little-known 
secret?

– How can I take advantage of the fact that students (and adults) 
are intrigued by things that aren’t supposed to hear?

– Can I position my topic as if it is illicit, even though it isn’t?



The Mime Hook
■ Sometimes there is power in silence.

– How can I use the mesmerizing power of silence to spark interest 
and engage?

– Can I use nothing but written messages to deliver my lesson or 
opening hook?

– Can I use mime techniques and gestures to get my point across?
– Can I incorporate charades and/or Pictionary-type activities?
– Can students be asked to get their messages across without 

words, as well?



The Teaser Hook
■ Build a positive sense of expectancy in your class.

– How can I spark interest in this lesson by promoting it ahead of 
time?

– What can I do to create a positive expectancy in advance?
– What aspect of this lesson can I tease beforehand to provoke 

curiosity?
– If I were creating a movie trailer or preview for this lesson, what 

would it include?
– If I were planning a marketing promotion for this lesson what 

would I do and when would I begin?



The Backwards Hook
■ Begin with the end in mind.

– How can I gain an advantage or increase interest by presenting 
the lesson material out of sequence?

– Can I tell the students the end of the story and let them figure 
out and discover the beginning and the middle?

– Can I show the students an end product that will make them 
want to learn the skills to get there?



Ramp Up 
Engagement



 The Mission Impossible 
Hook■ Make learning a mystery that just has to be solved.

– How can I design my lesson so that students are trying to unravel and 
solve a mystery?

– How can I incorporate clues that can only be decoded by learning or 
researching the relevant subject? (Think The Da Vinci Code or 
National Treasure)

– Can the students be provided a treasure map or be sent on a 
scavenger hunt through your content?

– What type of entertaining plot can I use as an overlay or backdrop for 
this unit?

– What fictitious character or role can the students play?
– What crisis must they prevent or problem must they solve?
– Can I change this from a standard assignment to a daring and 

impossible mission?



The Reality TV Hook
■ Use examples from reality TV in your lessons.

– How can I design my lesson to take advantage of the popularity of 
reality TV?

– Can I create a Survivor-style challenge and divide the class into 
tribes?

– Can this be configured as an Amazing Race partner lesson?
– How can I incorporate a Fear Factor type of challenge?



Round Out Your 
Class



The Contest Hook
■ Teachers can provide students with challenges to enhance 

engagement.
– How can I include a contest in this lesson to build excitement and 

motivation?
– What type of review game can I design to ramp up the 

entertainment level of my class?
– What kind of in-class challenge can I create that would take 

advantage of their competitive instinct?
– Can I be a part of the challenge or contest?



The Chef Hook
■ If you feed them, they will be engaged.

– How can I enhance this lesson by adding food and/or drinks?
– Can I cook something for the class?
– What type of food would be a perfect match for this lesson?
– How can I use food or drinks to demonstrate a point, serve as an 

incentive, or just create a positive atmosphere for a special 
lesson?



The Mnemonic Hook
■ Help students flex their “memory muscles”.

– Are there key bits of information I want my students to know 
cold?

– Is there a pattern to point out?
– Can the point of the lesson be tied to previous knowledge?
– Does a mnemonic exist for this material?
– Can I design my own mnemonic device to help them remember 

this material?
– Can the students create their own mnemonic?
– How can I embed a mnemonic them throughout my presentation 

to aid retention?



WHERE DO I START?



Get An “I Can” Attitude
■ Remind yourself of your “Why”.
■ Plan strategies that will allow you ”to be” with your students 

more.
■ Work to build rapport with your students.
■ Learn to ask the right questions to build creative lessons.
■ Strive to make your lessons unforgettable.
■ Present your lessons with enthusiasm to spark student 

engagement.
■ Plan and prepare engaging lessons.



Beware Of Roadblocks
■ Fear of Failure

– A self-defeating attitude and lack of self-confidence will destroy forward progress.
– Don’t be afraid to try!

■ Believing You Have to Figure It All Out Before You Begin
– Take a leap of faith when trying something new and innovative.
– The cost of failure and trying again is far lower than the cost of standing still and 

losing all hope for progress.

■ Perfectionism
– Demanding perfection keeps people from producing anything significant.
– Give yourself permission to be creative and to fail at times.

■ Lack of Focus
– Don’t keep yourself so over-scheduled that you don’t have time to be creative.

■ Fear of Criticism or Ridicule
– Understand that criticism will come with the territory if you are going to try 

something new.



Find A Crew
■ Develop and maintain personal and professional relationships

– Have a diverse crew
– Don’t be limited by your subject or grade level
– Take counsel from a wide variety of people 
– Seek out multiple perspectives

■ Look for opportunities to hone your craft
– Have meaningful conversations about your work
– Read and research as much as you can
– Attend conferences and webinars that relate to your subject
– Use social media to learn from others

■ Engage in collaboration with your co-workers through Student Learning Teams.


