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Article: 

Perhaps the most important single cause of a person's success or failure educationally has to do with the 

question of what he believes about himself. 

—Arthur Combs 

 

Do you want to help students believe in themselves and their learning potential? This article addresses the 

challenge of disengaged students and provides teachers with a "transfiguration" model that uses a practical and 

robust strategy to transform disengaged learners to active participants. Let's examine the inclusive education 

environment and why we need to transform the way we work with all our students to set learning goals, create a 

workable plan, use motivating activities, and reflect and evaluate along the way. 

 

Inclusion and Engagement 

Inclusive classrooms are complex environments including diverse populations of students with varied 

educational characteristics. Because of the complexity of these environments, teachers must employ many 

instructional methods to effectively meet student needs. Independent seatwork is one such commonly 

implemented instructional method in inclusive classrooms. 

 

Teachers favor this instructional format for many reasons. One is that independent seatwork provides valuable 

academic practice time while allowing effective and efficient use of teacher time. For instance, the teacher can 

provide rotating instruction to several small groups of students while the remaining students work 

independently. This seems to offer valid support for implementing this popular instructional technique. 

 

Let's examine this practice more closely. For example, if an inclusive classroom contains students who are 

performing academically above or below their same-age peer group, these students may experience attention 

and behavioral difficulties during the independent seatwork time. This instructional technique falters when 

students can't or won't independently complete the assigned task and disengage from the activity at hand. The 

teacher then must use some alternative method to bring disengaged students back to task. 

 

The relationship between learning and academic engaged time is a strong one and is clearly established in the 

literature (Cancelli, Harris, Friedman, & Yoshida, 1993). In a seminal investigation of students' engaged 

academic behavior in secondary classrooms, Frederick (1977) concluded that high-achieving students were 

academically engaged 75% of the time. On the other hand, students who were low-achieving were academically 

engaged only 51% of the time. Thus, the longer the students' attention falters or they remain disengaged from 

their immediate tasks, the more likely their academic performances will suffer, resulting in undesirable 

outcomes. 

 

The Strategic Transfiguration Model 

Considering the potential lifelong effect of students' undesirable academic outcomes, undertaking the process of 

converting disengaged learners to active participants is an important one that teachers cannot afford to overlook. 
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Nonetheless, this undertaking is a daunting task that even the most committed and experienced teachers are 

tempted to avoid. Academic engagement refers specifically to the amount of time students are actively 

participating in assigned learning activities (Martella, Nelson, &I Marchand-Martella, 2003), whereas 

disengagement means to withdraw from an activity. 

 
In this article, I use the terms academic engagement and disengagement synonymously with on-task and off-

task behavior. To successfully improve student engagement and thus reduce feelings of frustration and failure, 

students and teachers need robust procedures that are easy to apply. 

 

The Strategic Transfiguration Model (STM) is a broad-spectrum framework to facilitate positive behavioral 

change in students who demonstrate active or passive behavioral challenges in the school setting. 

Transfiguration refers to changing shape or form. To tactically shape students' behavior, STM offers teachers a 

variety of robust procedures that are soundly constructed on motivational and cognitive research pertaining to 

goal setting (Iran-Nejad, 1990; Iran-Nejad & Chissom, 1992; Paris & Newman, 1990; Schapiro & Livingston, 

2000; Vallacher & Wegner, 1987). 

 

To empower students to change their unproductive and often alienating behavior, STM uses a three-part 

approach that teaches systematic goal setting, goal monitoring, and goal evaluation. A wealth of empirically 



validated information supports the importance of incorporating this goal-driven approach in the behavioral 

change process. (See the boxes on "What Does the Literature Say?" for goal-setting research in three 

fundamental areas: essential goal properties, effective classroom implementation, and academic/behavioral 

outcomes.) 

 

The ACT-REACT Strategy 

The ACT-REACT strategy is a mnemonic device that teachers can use to represent a specific six-step 

transfiguration process that includes the following phases: Articulate your goals, Create a work plan, Take 

picture(s), Reflect on your goals, Evaluate your progress, and ACT again. This strategy is one of several 

associated with STM; however, I developed it as a way to help chronically disengaged students take control of 

their own learning and deliberately use critical strategies and skills to work effectively during independent 

seatwork activities. 

             
 

The ACT-REACT strategy provides students with explicit, step-by-step instruction in the hierarchical structure 

of academic/behavioral tasks, positive versus negative goal orientations, and specific strategies to reach various 

educational goals (Paris & Newman, 1990) using a task analyzed format. Figure 1 illustrates the ACT-REACT 

strategy. 

 

Step 1: Articulate Your Goals 

During the first phase of the ACT-REACT strategy, teachers provide explicit instruction to students in 

immediate and long-term goal setting using a question and answer format. An important and often neglected 



aspect of the goal-setting process involves examining students' belief systems and theories regarding their 

learning and behavior. To structure the question and answer format, you can use an interview to determine what 

students want to achieve in the future, as well as their immediate goals. 

 

For instance, when a teacher posed the question, "What do you want to be when you grow up?" one student 

indicated that he wanted to be a millionaire. In contrast, when the teacher asked the same student, "Do you 

experience any behavioral difficulties at school? If so, what and why?" the student answered that he was always 

in trouble, in fact he couldn't walk down the hall without getting in trouble. He also revealed that the popular 

kids never got in trouble, and all he wanted was to be popular. Hence, his long-term life goal was to become a 

millionaire and his long-term school goal was to become popular. 

 

After students identify their general goals, then the discussion becomes an opportunity to converse about how 

goals such as becoming a millionaire and being popular are linked to school subjects like reading and math. 

This long-term goal-setting process—for life and for school—is a critical step. Some researchers have 

suggested that for people to achieve their goals, they need to view them as salient to their future (Deningen, et 

al., 2000). 

         
 

Figure 2 provides sample interview questions that teachers can ask students in inclusion settings. This initial 

discussion can take as little as 5 to 10 minutes or as long as 30 to 45 minutes. The time variation depends on the 



student's cognitive, as well as expressive/receptive language abilities. Initially this long-term goal-setting 

process may appear time and labor intensive, but it will save valuable learning time in the future because the 

teacher is not constantly redirecting the student to engage in the task at hand. 

 

In an inclusive classroom setting, the general and special education teachers can work together to implement the 

ACT-REACT strategy, so that neither feels overwhelmed. For instance, the special educator could interview the 

students and conduct the question-and-answer discussions that follow. 

 

Also, in Step 1, the students learn to establish immediate academic and behavioral goals at the beginning of 

each independent seatwork period. For example, students are taught how to establish immediate goals in 

reading or math by indicating the number of pages to be read or problems to be solved, as well as the length of 

time they will remain focused during the independent seatwork time allotted. Students use the Ready-Aim-Fire 

strategy (Rock, in press) to accomplish these goals: 

 

• Ready is the keyword used to represent the tasks of preparing for independent math or reading seatwork 

(e.g., getting paper and pencil, printing individualized math assignment, and obtaining a scan card). 

 

• Aim means to signify the behavioral aspects of remaining focused (e.g., remaining inseat, quietly 

reading or solving math problems, and thinking strategically). 

 

• Fire characterizes the act of completing the assigned activity (e.g., check work for accuracy, scan, and 

self-praise). 

 

You might use a three-main-idea frame (i.e., graphic organizer; Ellis, 1998; Ellis & Rock, 2001) to task analyze 

and teach students the Ready-Aim-Fire strategy. This frame helps them to organize the hierarchical structure of 

the actions required for on-task behavior during independent seatwork. Ellis's (1998) frames are especially 

useful because of their whole-to-part, part-to-whole orientation. The top-down, bottom-up nature of these 

graphic organizers are essential to helping students understand how to perform the on-task behavior (i.e., the 

steps), as well as why it is important for them to do so (e.g., elaborations or the connections between their 

immediate and long-term goals). 

 

Figure 3 shows a student-completed frame. As the figure shows, the student's immediate goal of staying focused 

in math is task analyzed, using the Ready, Aim, Fire strategy. His immediate goal is also linked to his long-term 

goal to become a veterinarian. Like the student interview, the completion of the three-main-idea frame may 

appear to be too time and labor intensive. But this in-depth, guided teaching episode occurs one time when the 

student is learning the ACT-REACT strategy. To sham responsibilities, the special educator can guide the 

students in the completion of the frame, and the general educator can remind the students to review it 

periodically. 

 

Step 2: Create a Work Plan 

In the second phase of ACT-REACT, teachers help students create work plans to achieve their goals. Students 

can include self-monitoring procedures in their personalized work plans. For example, they can divide the 

academic time allotted each day for math or reading into 5-minute intervals. Teachers or students then create an 

individualized self-monitoring -think sheet" for recording purposes. 

 

For instance, older students can use a self-monitoring think sheet that is created on the computer, whereas 

younger students can use a laminated booklet that is easily assembled by hand and is re-usable. Students use a 

variety of time-keeping devices (e.g., watches, egg timers, travel alarms, classroom clocks) to prompt 

themselves to self-assess every 5 minutes on whether they are achieving the goals they specified in their work 

plan. If the students think they were achieving their goals, then they place a check on their self-monitoring sheet 

or booklet. If the opposite is true arid students are not reaching their goals, then they don't place a check on that 

time slot. Figure 4 provides an example of a student self-monitoring think sheet. Students use positive self-talk 



(e.g., "I can do this"; "I need to kick my focus up a notch") during the self-monitoring process to encourage goal 

attainment. 

 
As previously noted, the time and labor investment occurs when students are introduced to learning the ACT-

REACT Strategy. The special and general education teachers can also work together to reduce the workload 

during this step. For example, the special educator can teach the students how to self-monitor using the think 

sheets or booklets and timers. And the general educator can keep an eye on the students' use of the self-

monitoring procedures during independent seatwork activities in the inclusive classroom. 

 

Step 3: Take Pictures 

In the third phase of ACT-REACT, teachers use photographs to help students create positive and concrete 

mental representations of their goals. A series of personalized student pictures provides appealing reminders to 

the students. When the students are introduced to the strategy, the teacher takes photos of each student posing in 

positions that reflect their immediate academic and behavioral goals related to math and reading. 

 

For example, to teach students how to achieve the immediate goals of the Ready-Aim-Fire strategy (see Step I), 

the teacher takes a series of photos of students (a) gathering necessary math or reading materials, (b) working 

hard on the assigned task, and (c) completing the assignment successfully. Next, the pictures are scanned into 

the computer, printed, and inserted into the student's individualized self-monitoring think-sheet or booklet. At 

the beginning of each math or reading class period, students are reminded to look at the pictures and if their 

actions resemble the ones depicted, then they earn a check on their self-monitoring think-sheet or booklet 

because they are achieving their immediate goals. On the other hand, if their actions do not resemble the ones 

illustrated in their photographs, then they do not earn a check for the 5- minute time period. The photos in 

Figure 4 show students at work on their goals. 

 

The roles of the special and general educator would be similar to those in the previous step: The special 

educator can take the students' pictures and teach the students how to use the photos. The general educator can 

remind the students to use the picture prompts to self-monitor as they are working on independent seatwork. 

 

Steps 4 and 5: Reflect and Evaluate 

In the fourth and fifth phases of ACT-REACT, teachers help students reflect and evaluate their progress 



pertaining to both immediate and long-term goal attainment. Teachers should not be tempted to eliminate these 

essential steps. In these steps, students summarize their performance during independent seatwork activities by 

comparing their attainment of immediate academic and behavioral goals with their achievement of long-term 

goals. 

 

At this time, teachers need to help students make the connection between their immediate actions in the class-

room and their desired future goals that are related to extracurricular activities or adult professions. Through 

scaffolded or supported, instruction, teachers can guide students to use self-questioning techniques. Students 

learn to ask themselves (a) whether they are staying focused like they were in the photographs and (b) whether 

staying focused is helping them to become a writer, professional athlete, or other profession. 

 



In the beginning of the learning process, students often struggle with this connection. After several weeks, 

however, most students are able to articulate how staying focused and achieving their goals in math or reading 

could influence their future goal. For example, one student said, "What would happen if I 'zoned out' when I 

was up at bat? I would definitely strike out! That's not too cool!" 

 
After reflecting on their goal-related progress, students learn to self-evaluate by quantifying their performance 

(e.g., the number of math problems solved with a specified degree of accuracy, the number of pages read with 

comprehension, the number of self-checks earned during the class period). The students record their self-

evaluation on their personalized self-monitoring think-sheet or booklet and create graphs to display progress 

over time. Figure 4 illustrates how reflection and evaluation are also incorporated into the students' self-

monitoring think-sheets and visually delineates the multifaceted aspects of goal setting procedures that were 

described in steps I through 5. 



Collaboration between general education and special education teachers is helpful during these steps, as well. 

The special educator can teach students how to make connections between their immediate behavior and their 

long-term goals using self-questioning techniques. While students are learning to make these connections 

consistently, as well as accurately, the general educator can teach them how to self-evaluate their performance 

by counting the number of math problems completed, the percent-age of problems completed correctly, and so 

forth. Both teachers can help the students learn to record and graph their performance over time. 

 
Step 6: ACT Again 

In the final phase of the ACT-REACT strategy, teachers help students under-stand that the technique is 

recursive. Students who are chronically disengaged need to use the ACT-REACT procedures continuously, not 

intermittently. Students and teachers need to recognize that ACT-REACT is not a "once and done" process. 

Rather, students should use the 6-step procedure daily over a period of months to complete the transfiguration 

process so that students learn to focus, reflect, and self-monitor as a part of their spontaneous behavioral 

repertoire (See Figure 4). 

 

As students become more proficient with the use of the strategy, the teacher should fade, or gradually reduce, 

the students' use of overtly structural ACT-REACT elements (e.g., self-monitoring think-sheets, hard copy 

photos, three main idea frames) with covert ones (e.g., mental pictures and checklists) to systematically 

encourage the internalization process. The special educator can develop a fading plan with the general educator 

and the students. 

 

Final Thoughts 

Do chronically disengaged students care about learning? The obvious answer to this question is, "Some do, and 

some don't." A more salient question for educators to ponder is: "Why is it that some of these students don't care 

about learning?" Fundamental to answering this question are these students' thoughts and beliefs about 

themselves and their abilities. Often, these beliefs are negatively self-defeating (Paris & Newman, 1990) and 



adversely influence student behavior in the classroom (e.g., students disengage from the task at hand). 

 

Considering that these belief systems are often resistant to change, and teachers are confronted with complex 

learning environments composed of students with differing needs, an effective technique is necessary to 

successfully transfigure disengaged learners to active participants. If teachers replace ineffective techniques 

with robust and strategic ones, and interchange doing nothing or blaming students with accountability and 

responsibility, then they can sup-port students in achieving desirable educational and quality of life outcomes. 
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