
Four at the Door, 
Plus One More

A ROADMAP FOR INCREASING ACTIVE CLASSROOM ENGAGEMENT

By



Dr. Clayton Cook, a researcher from the University of Minnesota, discovered that if teachers positively greeted their students at the 
door before class and had an Entry Task ready when they walked in, there was a 20% increase in active classroom engagement and a 
reduction in off-task behavior.1 CharacterStrong suggests the intentional technique of “Four at the Door, Plus One More.”

Four at the Door:

Plus One More! 
• When students walk into your classroom, they need to have an Entry Task on the board or on the screen ready for them to engage with so 

they aren’t waiting for the teacher to prompt them to begin thinking, processing, or learning.

CharacterStrong believes in helping schools change their culture with simple, research-backed strategies that help build meaningful relationships 
- the foundation of success, connection, and increased learning. So, here are 4 weeks worth of Entry Tasks that will build community, focus on 
character, and develop critical social-emotional skills. The following pages can be used as slides in your classroom, with each week focusing on a 
different theme.
1 Cook, C.R., Daikos, C., Slemrod, T. Prentis, K., Decano, P., & Daikos, C. (in preparation). Positive greetings at the door as a proactive classroom management strategy for secondary students. Journal of Teacher Education.

1. EYE TO EYE: Role model what it looks like to make good eye 
contact with not only your students entering your classroom, but 
other students passing in the hallway as well. If a student isn’t 
making eye contact with you, acknowledge them by greeting 
them with a positive statement, whether they receive it or not.

2. NAME TO NAME: One of the best relationship strategies that an 
educator can role model is what it looks like to ask someone 
what their name is, what it looks like to work hard at learning 
names, and the humility required to ask someone again if you 
do not remember their name. Show students what it looks like to 
intentionally use their name when speaking with them or when 
they pass by you during the day.

3. HAND TO HAND: Human beings were built to be relational. With 
each student that comes through the door, find some form of 
appropriate human contact and intentionally connect. This 
could be a handshake, fist bump, high five, or some other form 
of creative hand-to-hand greeting.

4. HEART TO HEART: Every day that your students come to your 
classroom, work hard to connect with as many of them as 
possible as human beings before they enter your classroom as 
a “student.” This could be through asking a question about their 
weekend or something that you know they are passionate about 
or interested in.



Empathy starts with the skills of asking great questions and 
intentionally listening to answers. Many students can maintain 10 
different conversations across 4 different social platforms on their 
phone, but don’t feel comfortable or competent at one-on-one, 
personal interactions. We must teach them to ask better questions!

Week One, Asking Better Questions:



From start to finish, in as much detail as 
possible, what does a perfect day look 
like to you?

Asking Better Questions



How do you decide who your friends are? 
What are the qualities, to you, of a great 
friend?

Asking Better Questions



What period of your life have 
you grown the most in? 

How did you grow or what did you learn?

Asking Better Questions



How do you define beauty?
How does the world define beauty?

What is an important difference you want 
people to understand between those two?

Asking Better Questions



What brings you the greatest happiness? 
How often do you pursue it?
What gets in the way of it?

Asking Better Questions



Sometimes compliments get a bad reputation for being “fluffy.” In 
reality, the skill of complimenting others is the ability to see goodness in 
other human beings and developing the vulnerability and vocabulary to 
communicate that kindness to others. It is a skill we should all practice 
more! But sometimes we just need a good prompt to get us started.

Week Two, The Practice of Compliments:



I really like your (article of clothing). It 
reminds me of ______ because ______.

The Practice Of Compliments



Your smile is brighter than ____ and 
warmer than ____. When you smile, I 
_____.

The Practice Of Compliments



You are better than ____ and ____ 
combined! I am grateful you are in my 
class because ______.

The Practice Of Compliments



You put the ____ in ____. You are the best 
thing since ____. When I think of you, I 
also think of _____.

The Practice Of Compliments



If you were a superhero, you’d have the power 
of ____. But you need no cape or mask to 
be ____. You saved me when you ____. You 
rescue people with your gift of ____. And even 
though your weakness is ____, you will always 
be a hero to me because ____.

The Practice Of Compliments



Powerful quotes can sometimes help us practice powerful 
reflection. Great thinkers articulate profound ideas in ways that help 
us change our perspective, deepen our understanding, or allow us 
to grapple with things that were otherwise confusing or scary. In 
the busyness of today’s culture, taking time for reflection is critical.

Week Three, Pause and Reflect:



In Lak’ech
(I am you. You are me.)

Nehuan Ti Nehuan (I am you and you am I)

Tú eres mi otro yo
You are my other me.
Si te hago daño a ti
If I do harm to you,

Me hago daño a mí mismo
I do harm to myself;
Sí te amo y respeto

If I love and respect you,
Me amo y respeto yo

I love and respect myself.

– a Mayan inspired poem from Luis Valdez’s “Pensamiento Serpentino”
 

Question: What does this poem mean to you and why? What is an example of how harming 
others could harm yourself? What is an example of how helping others could help yourself?

Pause and Reflect



“There is only one corner of the universe you can be 
certain of improving, and that’s your own self.” 

-Aldous Huxley

Question: What do you want to improve about your 
corner of the universe? If you could only be great 
at one thing in the world, what would you devote all 
your time to? Why?

Pause and Reflect



“Connection is why we’re here; it is what gives purpose and meaning to our 
lives. The power that connection holds in our lives was confirmed when the 

main concern about connection emerged as the fear of disconnection; the fear 
that something we have done or failed to do, something about who we are or 
where we come from, has made us unlovable and unworthy of connection.” 

-Brene Brown

Question: Why is connection so important in our lives? Why do you 
think that our fears of being not worthy or lovable prevent us from 
feeling connected?

Pause and Reflect



“I’ve learned that people will forget what you said, people 
will forget what you did, but people will never forget how 

you made them feel.” -Maya Angelou

Question: Write about a time where you 
remember clearly how someone made you feel. 
What were you feeling? Why is it so memorable? 

Pause and Reflect



“If you think you’re too small to make a difference, try 
sleeping with a mosquito in the room” -Dalai Lama

Question: What are some ways, even if they’re 
“small,” that you could make a difference in 
someone’s life today? In this class? In the school?

Pause and Reflect



One of the fundamental beliefs of CharacterStrong is that students 
want to BE good, they just don’t always know how to DO good. Our 
most practical, consistent tool that shows up in all our curricula is the 
CharacterDare. Here is a week’s worth of tangible ways to exercise good in 
the world. Have students reflect on how they want to tackle the Dare, what 
might get in the way, and then write for a few minutes the following day on 
their success or struggle after their attempt (or why they didn’t attempt!)

Week Four, Character in Action:



Track Yo’self
Write down how many times you think you will engage with 
your phone today. As you go through the day, keep track of 
every time you check it.

How accurate were you? Were you checking your phone 
because of a notification or out of boredom? For many of 
us, our phone has become a social crutch - something to 
distract us during moments of boredom or impatience.

Character in Action - Patience



Coming Clean
Ask a friend what they believe your two greatest 
strengths and two greatest opportunities for 
improvement are.

Listen to them intently, without judgment, and thank them 
for their opinion and honesty. Did they same something 
different than what you expected? Follow up by creating a 
mental or written plan for how you can improve on some 
of those characteristics.

Character in Action - Humility



Anonymous Love
Write an anonymous note to a teacher or staff member 
at your school.

Thank them specifically for the work they do, but 
don’t make it obvious who it is from. It’s not about you 
or knowing that it came from you! It’s about selfless 
appreciation.

Character in Action - Selflessness



For My Family!
Offer to help each of your family members with one task 
today.

If they don’t need your help at that moment, circle back 
with them later in the day. An alternative to this is doing an 
activity that each of your family members normally does 
instead of them doing it. This could be taking out the trash 
when it is your sibling’s job or cooking dinner instead of 
your parent or guardian

Character in Action - Kindness



Identity Alignment
Write down 5 things you want to be about and/or value. Go back 
through your past 20 posts on social media and see if they fit those 5 
things.

Are you in leadership, but half of your statuses are about partying? 
Do you stand for kindness, but occasionally get involved in drama? 
Do you want to be trustworthy, but sometimes tweet gossip? 
Honesty is about aligning your online, offline, and ideal selves to 
make sure you’re the same person in all areas of your life.

Character in Action - Honesty
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