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   Preface   

  Who are engaged students? And why are students engaged? What are the 
antecedents and outcomes of engaged students and engaging contexts? How 
do engaging contexts (schools, families, peers) affect students and, in turn, 
student outcomes? What is the relationship between engagement, learning, 
achievement, and other long-term outcomes, such as high school completion 
and college attendance? What conditions foster reengagement of students 
who are no longer invested in learning or school?  Questions such as these 
have captured the interest and curiosity of international researchers from a 
range of disciplines, including educational psychology, developmental psy-
chology, public health, and teacher education for the past two decades. 

 Active research on student engagement has occurred primarily in the past 
25 years, advancing with an article in 1985 by Mosher and McGowan. There 
are questions and unresolved issues related to engagement, which this vol-
ume explores; however, there is also general consensus regarding a number of 
facets of engagement theory and research, such as:

   • Student engagement is considered the primary theoretical model for under-
standing dropout and promoting school completion, defi ned as graduation 
from high school with suffi cient academic and social skills to partake in 
postsecondary educational options and/or the world of work (Christenson 
et al., 2008; Finn, 2006; Reschly & Christenson, 2006b).  

  • Engaged students do more than attend or perform academically; they also 
put forth effort, persist, self-regulate their behavior toward goals, chal-
lenge themselves to exceed, and enjoy challenges and learning (Klem & 
Connell, 2004; National    Research Council and the Institute of Medicine 
[NRC and IoM], 2004).  

  • Student engagement, irrespective of the specifi city of its defi nition, is gen-
erally associated positively with desired academic, social, and emotional 
learning outcomes (Klem & Connell, 2004).  

  • Engagement is a multidimensional construct – one that requires an under-
standing of affective connections within the academic environment (e.g., 
positive adult-student and peer relationships) and active student behavior 
(e.g., attendance, participation, effort, prosocial behavior) (Appleton, 
Christenson, & Furlong, 2008; Newmann, Wehlage, & Lamborn, 1992).  

  • The role of context cannot be ignored. Engagement is not conceptualized 
as an attribute of the student but rather as an alterable state of being that is 
highly infl uenced by the capacity of school, family, and peers to provide 
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consistent expectations and supports for learning (Reschly & Christenson, 
2006a, 2006b). Engagement is an active image (Wylie, 2009) depicting 
effortful learning through interaction with the teacher and the classroom 
learning opportunities. In short, both the individual and context matter.  

  • Student engagement reinforces the notion that effective instruction explic-
itly considers and programs for the role of student motivation on learning 
outcomes (NRC and IoM, 2004; Russell, Ainley, & Frydenberg, 2005).  

  • The increase in student engagement measures with adequate psychometric 
properties has cemented the power and value of student engagement as a 
useful variable for data-driven decision-making efforts in schools 
(Appleton, Christenson, Kim, & Reschly, 2006; Betts, Appleton, Reschly, 
Christenson, & Huebner, 2010; Darr, 2009; Fredricks et al., 2011).  

  • There is an emerging intervention database that suggests evidence-based 
or promising strategies for educators to employ to enhance student engage-
ment (Christenson et al., 2008).    

 This volume seeks to address a number of the “unknowns” that character-
ize theory and research on student engagement. These unknowns, or in some 
cases controversies in the fi eld, affect the advancement of research on student 
engagement and, consequently, our knowledge base for improving student 
learning outcomes. We offer the following:

   • Some researchers consider student engagement a “metaconstruct” or an 
organizing framework – one that integrates such areas as belonging, 
behavioral participation, motivation, self-effi cacy, school connectedness, 
and so forth (Fredricks, Blumenfeld, & Paris, 2004), while others disagree, 
believing that engagement must have clearly defi ned boundaries (Finn & 
Kasza, 2009).  

  • Although researchers have reached consensus that student engagement is 
multidimensional, agreement on the multidimensionality differs from 
agreement on the number and types of engagement dimensions, which 
ranges from two to four. It may be that consensus only will be achieved 
with respect that student engagement is multidimensional, and, if so, 
researchers will need to defi ne clearly their conceptualization in each 
study.  

  • Other methodological considerations (e.g., selection of informants, valid-
ity of self-report, common agreement of items within dimensions, devel-
opment of instruments with strong psychometric properties) must be 
addressed if the construct and application of student engagement to prac-
tice will be advanced.  

  • The relationship between and/or differentiation of engagement and moti-
vation is subject to debate (Appleton et al., 2006, 2008). What is the rela-
tionship between these two constructs? Are motivation and engagement 
separate? Can one be motivated but not actively engaged in a task or goal 
accomplishment?    

 Recently, there has been a proliferation of defi nitions of student engage-
ment. Defi nitions of the terms of engagement, student engagement, school 
engagement, engagement in schoolwork, and academic engagement have 
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been offered. These conceptualizations vary further along a number of other 
dimensions, such as participation, behavior, action, emotion, investment, 
motivation, and so on (see Appleton et al., 2008). Some studies have consid-
ered engagement as a process, while others conceptualize it as an outcome 
(Appleton et al., 2008; Skinner, Furrer, Marchand, & Kinderman, 2008). We 
contend that establishing construct validity for student engagement requires 
common agreement regarding what comprises the engagement construct – or 
what engagement is and what it is not. It demands an understanding of 
whether engagement is the outcome, a process to other desired outcomes, or 
plays a dual role. The constancy of the construct across researchers – in con-
ceptualization and measurement – is a worthy endeavor, one with practical, 
scientifi c, and policy implications. 

 To date, conceptual clarity and methodological rigor (e.g., use of psycho-
metrically sound measures) have not been achieved; they are considered a 
prerequisite to advance the emerging construct of student engagement and its 
usefulness in interventions and school programs. A particular concern 
addressed in this volume is the apparent overlap and confusion of engage-
ment with motivation-to-learn variables. We designed this handbook as a way 
to create a dialogue among engagement and motivational researchers. To do 
so, we invited authors to cover their research topic and to respond to the fol-
lowing questions:

   • What is your defi nition of engagement and motivation? How do you dif-
ferentiate the two?  

  • What overarching framework or theory do you use to study/explain 
engagement or motivation?  

  • What is the role of context in explaining engagement or motivation?  
  • Focusing on the emerging construct of student engagement, what are nec-

essary advances in theory, research, and practice to propel this construct 
forward?    

 The 34 chapters were placed into one of these 5 parts: (1) What Is 
Student Engagement? (2) Engagement as Linked to Motivational Variables, 
(3) Engagement and Contextual Infl uences, (4) Student Engagement: 
Determinants and Student Outcomes, and (5) Measurement Issues, 
Instruments, and Approaches. We also solicited an expert commentary for 
each of the above parts, for a total of 39 chapters. As coeditors, we are 
grateful to both the chapter and commentary authors. 

 Engagement is thought to be especially important for apathetic and dis-
couraged learners (Brophy, 2004) and those at high risk for dropping out, but 
the primary appeal of the engagement construct is that it is relevant for  all  
students. The universal appeal of engagement is underscored by high school 
reform efforts that explicitly address students’ motivation to learn and engage-
ment with school (NRC and IoM, 2004). Thus, student engagement underlies 
school reform – or what we seek to engender for all students through the 
school environment, teaching, and coursework. In addition, indicators of 
engagement may be used for screening and early detection of disengagement; 
these indicators provide links to intervention targets to reengage students at 
school and with learning. 
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 Establishing construct validity for student engagement is integral to its 
utility in classrooms and the value of future scientifi c studies. The authors in 
this volume provided defi nitions for student engagement, offered their per-
spective on engagement and motivation, underscored the role of contextual 
infl uences, and proposed a range of future research directions. It is our hope, 
as coeditors, that this comprehensive volume stimulates the quality of student 
engagement research and advances the fi eld. Let the dialogue begin. 

 Minneapolis, MN, USA Sandra L. Christenson 
 Athens, GA, USA Amy L. Reschly 
 Wellington, New Zealand Cathy Wylie 
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  Abstract 

 This chapter serves as an introduction to the history and study of student 
engagement. We describe the evolution of the construct of engagement 
and disciplinary differences in theories and use of the engagement con-
struct. We highlight how our work on engagement, arising out of dropout 
intervention, has changed over the last decade. In addition, we delineate 
current issues in the study of engagement. The chapter ends with a discus-
sion of future directions to advance the theoretical and applied use of stu-
dent engagement to enhance outcomes for youth.    

   Introduction    

 The roots of interest in engagement are, at least in 
part, driven by the desire to enhance student learn-
ing. There is a long history of research on the rel-
evance of academic engaged time for improving 
student achievement (Fisher & Berliner,  1985  ) . 
Indeed, many current defi nitions of student engage-

ment (see   Epilogue    , this volume) are explicitly 
linked to academic tasks and activities. 

 However, engagement has long been viewed as 
more than academic engaged time. From the earliest 
review to include the term engagement (Mosher & 
McGowan,  1985  ) , to the publication of seminal 
theory about the underpinnings of school dropout 
and completion (Finn,  1989  ) , to more recent con-
ceptualizations (see   Epilogue    , this volume), engage-
ment is viewed as multidimensional, involving 
aspects of students’ emotion, behavior (participa-
tion, academic learning time), and cognition 
(Fredricks, Blumenfeld, & Paris,  2004  ) . In other 
words, academic engaged time is important but 
not enough to accomplish the goals of schooling—
student learning across academic, social-emotional, 
and behavioral domains. Student engagement 
is the glue, or mediator, that links important 
 contexts—home, school, peers, and community—
to students and, in turn, to outcomes of interest. 
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 Our work in engagement began with direct 
intervention provided to students at elevated risk 
for dropping out of high school. Through this 
work, the importance of the social context of 
schooling (e.g., relationships with teachers and 
peers, belonging) and the need to foster students’ 
personal investment became apparent. Our goal 
shifted from dropout prevention to school com-
pletion. The successful completion of high school 
is much more than simply staying in school, and 
thus, much more than the dropout problem—it 
involves meeting the defi ned academic, social, 
and behavioral standards of schooling to succeed 
in school and ensure access to and success in post-
secondary enrollment options (Christenson, 
Sinclair, Lehr, & Godber,  2001 ; Reschly & 
Christenson,  2006b  ) . When the goal is promoting 
school completion, the major foci of interventions 
are strategies that help students acquire skills to 
meet the demands and expectations of the school 
environment, create relationships with adults and 
students to facilitate their active participation in 
learning and school, and engage in future-oriented 
thinking that links skill acquisition to postsecon-
dary enrollment success. As will be illustrated in 
this chapter and volume, engagement not only 
drives learning but also predicts school success. 

 The purpose of this chapter is to describe the 
evolution of the construct of engagement, with 
roots in the dropout prevention literature, to more 
recent conceptualizations of engagement as the 
basis of high school reform and school-based 
interventions to enhance student outcomes across 
academic, social, behavioral, and emotional 
domains. In this endeavor, we fi rst detail how 
our own theorizing and measurement of student 
engagement has changed with time and our 
experiences with implementing a dropout pre-
vention program. Next, we delineate several 
issues that have arisen in the study of engage-
ment, including the number of types and defi ni-
tions of engagement; the differentiation of 
indicators from facilitators of engagement; 
whether engagement is understood as a process 
or outcome and conceptualized on a single con-
tinuum or two continua of engagement and dis-
engagement/disaffection; the differentiation of 
the constructs of motivation and engagement; 
and technical and related conceptual issues in 

the measurement of student engagement. Finally, 
we proposed directions for research to advance 
the theoretical and applied use of student engage-
ment to enhance outcomes for youth.  

   Student Engagement 
and High School Completion 

 The Participation–Identifi cation Model, postu-
lated by Finn  (  1989  ) , was a seminal theory 
addressing critical variables of student engage-
ment and the process of both dropout and com-
pletion. According to the theory, dropout and 
completion are conceptualized, respectively, as 
ongoing processes of  participation  ®  school 
success  ®  identifi cation  (completion) or of  non-
participation  ®  poor school performance  ® 
 emotional withdrawal  (dropout). In other words, 
dropout and completion are not events but long-
term processes of disengagement or engagement 
with school. In this view, engagement is com-
prised of behavior (participation) and affect, in 
the form of belonging and valuing school. Further, 
this theory highlighted the importance of student 
development prior to school entry in that there 
are differences in students’ skills, attitudes, and 
behaviors (preparation) at the time of the com-
mencement of formal schooling that affect the 
likelihood of successful participation, success, 
and identifi cation with school. 

 There is a great deal of research that supports 
the importance of the main components of this 
theory. For example, developmental pathways to 
dropout and completion have been delineated 
from early childhood (Evans & DiBenedetto, 
 1990 ; Garnier, Stein, & Jacobs,  1997 ; Jimerson, 
Egeland, Sroufe, & Carlson,  2000  ) . In addition, 
several studies have reported long-term positive 
effects of intensive early childhood programs on 
academic achievement and high school graduation 
(Reynolds,  2001 ; Schweinhart & Weikart,  1999  ) , 
which presumably affect long-term engagement 
by increasing students’ readiness in terms of aca-
demic skills and behavior, thereby facilitating the 
participation–success–identifi cation cycle. Other 
research has shown dropout and completion may 
be predicted fairly accurately from data such as 
attendance, behavior, academic performance, and 
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attachment to school in grades 1–3 (e.g., 
Alexander, Entwisle, & Horsey,  1997 ; Barrington 
& Hendricks,  1989 ; Ensminger & Slusarcick, 
 1992  )  and later elementary school. For example, 
Balfanz, Herzog, and Mac Iver  (  2007  )  were able 
to identify 60% of high school dropouts from 
sixth-grade attendance, misbehavior, and course 
failures. Similarly, robust conclusions can be 
drawn from the literature on classroom (e.g., Finn 
& Cox,  1992  )  and extracurricular participation 
(Feldman & Matjasko,  2005  )  and with respect to 
the importance of belonging and identifi cation 
(see Voelkl,  2012  ) . Finally, student engagement in 
high school has also been found to be related to 
postsecondary outcomes (Finn,  2006  ) . 

 Among the most compelling evidence are 
those studies that differentiate student outcomes, 
within groups of students considered to be at risk 
given certain demographics, based on their 
engagement (attendance, participation, belong-
ing) with school. Using a national, longitudinal 
dataset, Finn and Rock  (  1997  )  identifi ed minority 
students from low-income backgrounds, two 
powerful demographic risk factors for poor out-
comes in the USA, and classifi ed them into three 
groups: resilient completers (higher achieving 
students, on track to graduate), nonresilient com-
pleters (likely to graduate but with poorer aca-
demic performance), and noncompleters 
(dropouts). The groups differed in expected ways 
according to a number of other demographic and 
social variables (e.g., percent of students living 
with both parents, family income, amount of 
schooling parents expected students to complete). 
After controlling for socioeconomic status and 
family structure, the three groups of students dif-
fered signifi cantly in terms of teacher-rated and 
student self-reported engagement (e.g., atten-
dance, working hard, paying attention in class, 
preparing for class/school, behavior problems). 
In other words, within a group of students who 
were demographically at risk for poor school out-
comes, engagement variables signifi cantly differ-
entiated those who were academically successful 
from lower achieving school completers and high 
school dropouts. In a similar vein, Reschly and 
Christenson  (  2006a  )  found that student engage-
ment variables, as measured in the eighth grade, 
were predictive of high school dropout and 

completion after achievement, grade retention, 
and socioeconomic status were statistically con-
trolled, for another population of students with 
high rates of dropout (i.e., those with high-
incidence disabilities).  

   Engagement and Dropout Prevention 

 The number of students who leave US high schools 
prematurely as dropouts has been of concern for 
several decades. Interestingly, despite publicity 
and great interest in preventing dropout, many 
commonly used interventions have been found to 
have negligible effects (Christenson et al.,  2001 ; 
Dynarski & Gleason,  2002 ; c.f., What Works 
Clearinghouse, ND). Of those interventions that 
appear to be most promising, many of these may 
be characterized as addressing students’ engage-
ment at school and with learning. Thus, in addi-
tion to the prominent role ascribed student 
engagement in theory underlying student comple-
tion and dropout, student engagement is the cor-
nerstone of our most promising dropout prevention 
and intervention efforts (Christenson et al.,  2008  ) . 

 One important difference, however, between 
theory (Finn,  1989  )  and direct intervention is the 
importance of contexts—families, schools, peers, 
and communities—as targets of intervention to 
engender or enhance students’ engagement 
(Christenson et al.,  2008 ; Reschly & Christenson, 
 2006b  ) . Dozens of predictors of dropout and 
completion have been identifi ed (Hammond, 
Linton, Smink, & Drew,  2007 ; Reschly & 
Christenson,  2006b ; Rosenthal,  1998 ; Rumberger 
& Lim,  2008  ) . Some predictors are inherent to 
the individual students and families (e.g., race/
ethnicity) or are impractical or too diffi cult to 
address in even the most comprehensive dropout 
prevention program (e.g., socioeconomic status, 
single parents). However, a number of variables 
are alterable, represent behaviors or indicators 
that directly impact student behavior, prepara-
tion, and success in school, and may be found in 
external contexts, such as families and schools. 
Categorizations of variables (e.g., nonschool cor-
relates, status and alterable, proximal and distal) 
predictive of dropout and completion may be 
found in Table  1.1 .  



   Table 1.1    Categorizations    of variables predictive of high school dropout and completion   

 Nonschool correlates (Rosenthal,  1998  )  
 Status variables 
(Reschly & Christenson,  2006b  )  

  SES  
  Minority group status  
  Gender  
 Males slightly more likely to drop out 

  Family process  
 Those with parental involvement and 
monitoring less likely to drop out 

  Dropout  
 Low SES 
 Reside in southeastern and 
western regions of the USA 
 Students with disabilities 
 English language learners 
 From Native American, 
Hispanic, or Black racial/ethnic 
backgrounds 

  Student involvement with education  
 Dropouts have lower aspirations and 
achievement, less participation, etc. 

  Social conformity vs. autonomy  
 Dropouts have a higher need for 
autonomy, less conformity and less 
accepting of authority, lower church 
involvement, etc. 

  Social deviance  
 Dropouts more likely to be deviant 
(e.g., substance abuse, conduct 
disorder, runaway) 

  Personality  
 Dropouts have lower self-esteem 
and confi dence, more impulsive, 
diffi culty communicating, etc. 

  Community characteristics  
 Dropout more likely in urban areas, 
Southeastern and Western USA, poorer 
communities, single-parent families, 
nonwhite communities, communities with 
high rates of foreign-born individuals 

  Household stress  
 Several stress variables related to dropout 
(e.g., single parenting, substance abuse, 
mobility, neighborhood violence) 

  Taking adult roles  
 Teen pregnancy, employment, other 
adult responsibilities 

  Social support for staying in school  
 Valuing education by parents and peers 
reduces likelihood of dropout (e.g., 
parental expectations and achievement) 

  Alterable variables  (Reschly & Christenson,  2006b  )  
 By context 

  Protective    Risk  

  Student   Complete homework 
 Come to class prepared 
 High locus of control 
 Good self-concept 
 Expectations for school completion 

 High rates of absences 
 Behavior problems 
 Poor academic performance 
 Grade retention 
 Working 

  Family   Academic support (e.g., help with 
homework) and motivational 
support (e.g., high expectations, 
talk to children about school) for 
learning 
 Parental monitoring 

 Low educational expectations 
 Mobility 
 Permissive parenting styles 

  School   Orderly school environments 
 Committed, caring teachers 
 Fair discipline policies 

 Weak adult authority 
 Large school size (>1,000 students) 
 High pupil–teacher ratios 
 Few caring relationships between staff and students 
 Poor or uninteresting curricula 
 Low expectations and high rates of truancy 

  Push  
  Pull  (Jordan, McPartland, 
& Lara,  1999  )    Proximal    Distal  (Rumberger,  1995  )  

 Conditions or events in 
the school environment 
that push kids out (e.g., 
disciplinary policies, 
grade retention) 

 Events or conditions outside 
of school that pull kids away 
(e.g., caring for a family member, 
having to get a job). 

 e.g., school attendance 
and behavior 

 e.g., family background, 
early school experiences 

  Demographic risk variables  
  Functional risk  
(Christenson,  2008  )  

 SES, disability or English learner, 
status, race/ethnicity, etc. 

 Attendance, behavior, 
academic performance, 
credits earned, low levels 
of participation, etc. 

  Sources: Rosenthal  (  1998  ) ; Reschly and Christenson  (  2006b  ) ; Jordan et al.  (  1999  ) ; Rumberger  (  1995  ) ; Christenson  (  2008  )   
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 These various categorizations of variables pre-
dictive of dropout and completion clearly indicate 
the importance of contexts. Some variables are 
more useful than others for determining which 
students are at greatest risk for disengagement 
and dropout and monitoring the effects of inter-
vention. Christenson’s  (  2008  )  distinction between 
demographic and functional risk builds on stu-
dent engagement research that showed within 
demographically high-risk groups of students 
engagement variables differentiate those who 
graduate from those who do not (e.g., Finn & 
Rock,  1997 ; Reschly & Christenson,  2006a  )  and 
further identifi es those variables that are sensitive 
to small changes in student performance and may 
be used to monitor the effects of intervention. 
From a practical standpoint, it is not feasible to 
implement individually focused intervention to 
all students within a demographically higher risk 
category, for example, in the USA, to all Hispanic 
students, or all students identifi ed as receiving 
free or reduced lunch (a broad, widely used indi-
cator of low socioeconomic status), and more 
importantly, not every student within one of these 
demographically high-risk groups needs inter-
vention. Thus, functional risk—attendance, 
behavior, low levels of involvement, and few 
relationships at schools—differentiates those 
who would benefi t from interventions from those 
who do not need additional support or services. 
Developmental changes and progression across 
levels of schooling necessitate that indicators of 
functional risk are further differentiated by ele-
mentary and middle/high school levels 
(Christenson & Reschly,  2010  ) . 

 Interest in both dropout prevention and stu-
dent engagement has grown steadily from the 
publication of Finn’s seminal theory in the late 
1980s. The applied nature of engagement as a 
basis of dropout prevention and the importance 
of contexts as targets of intervention have led to 
expansion from the two-factor Participation–
Identifi cation Model. Indeed, our own theorizing 
about the nature of engagement and our attempts 
to measure this construct have been heavily infl u-
enced by our dropout prevention work with 
Check & Connect.  

   Check & Connect 

 The notion of alterable variables drawn from 
Finn’s  (  1989  )  Participation–Identifi cation Model 
was applied to the development of Check & 
Connect (Christenson & Reschly,  2010  ) . Check 
& Connect is a structured mentoring intervention 
to promote student success and engagement at 
school and with learning, through relationship 
building and systematic use of data to design per-
sonalized “connect” interventions. A targeted 
intervention intended to complement universal 
intervention initiatives of schools and districts, 
Check & Connect is designed to promote student 
engagement through relationship building, prob-
lem solving, and persistence for marginalized 
students. The intervention has four components: 
(1) a  mentor  who works with students and fami-
lies for a minimum of 2 years; (2) regular  checks , 
utilizing data schools collect, on school adjust-
ment, behavior, and educational progress of the 
student; (3) timely interventions, driven by data, 
to reestablish and maintain the student’s  connec-
tion  to school and learning and to enhance the 
student’s social and academic competencies; and 
(4) a  partnership with families.  

 Since its inception in 1995, a seminal assump-
tion of the Check & Connect student engagement 
intervention is that students are placed at risk when 
the learning environment does not respond to their 
needs (we differentiate this from the common 
phrase of “at-risk” students). Four theoretical per-
spectives undergird Check & Connect: systems-
ecological, resilience, cognitive–behavioral, and 
autonomous motivation (Connell & Wellborn, 
 1991 ; Ryan & Deci,  2002  ) . With respect to sys-
tems theory, it is assumed that students benefi t 
from congruent and consistent messages about 
expectations and goals across home and school 
and within the school setting and that to promote 
student success, the needs of students must be 
considered in the context of their family, class-
room, peers, and community. 

 Drawing on resilience theory, the mentor is 
the signifi cant person with a long-term relation-
ship with youth. However, mentors recognize 
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that context matters—what parents and teachers 
do to support the student toward school comple-
tion makes a difference. They draw upon com-
munity resources as much as feasible, avoiding 
“reinventing the wheel.” Finally, irrespective of 
family circumstances (e.g., status variables), 
mentors believe in students’ capability to change 
their trajectory when standards for performance 
are paired with persistent support. Mentors con-
sider student perspectives and personal goals, 
and they use problem solving to maintain a focus 
on developing self-determined, self-directed, and 
self-regulated learners, avoiding dependence on 
the mentor. We have always said that mentors 
“fuel the academic motivation” of students by 
underscoring autonomous motivation and pro-
viding instrumental support—facilitating prob-
lem solving toward students’ personal goals; 
giving regular, systematic, informed feedback in 
a nonjudgmental way; encouraging the student to 
self-observe, self-evaluate, and self-refl ect on 
progress toward goals; emphasizing the impor-
tance of effort, persistence, and trying again to 
help the student self-regulate their motivation; 
and making a long-term commitment, at least 
2 years, to be a persistent source of support for 
the student and family. 

   Research Findings 

 Check & Connect has met the evidence-based 
standards of the US Department of Education’s 
What Works Clearinghouse  (  2006  )  for students 
with disabilities who were at risk of disengage-
ment and dropout. Specifi cally, two experimental 
studies with secondary students with disabilities 
(Ns of 94 and 144) revealed that Check & Connect 
youth were more likely to be enrolled in school 
(i.e., attendance), never interrupted their schooling, 
have persisted in school with no periods of 
15 days or more absences, were less likely to 
have dropped out, and were more likely be on 
track to graduate within 5 years, be enrolled in an 
educational program (alternative, GED), or to 
have completed high school in 2 years than stu-
dents in the control group (Sinclair, Christenson, 
Evelo, & Hurley,  1998 ; Sinclair, Christenson, & 
Thurlow,  2005  ) . The effect size for treatment and 

control student differences for a 5-year gradua-
tion rate was signifi cant and moderate ( ES  = .53). 
Christenson  (  2009  )  concluded that Check & 
Connect improves indicators of students’ aca-
demic (e.g., credits earned, homework comple-
tion) and behavioral engagement (attendance, 
ratings of social skills) and demonstrates the 
necessity of sustained intervention for students 
who are disengaged from learning. 

 Consistent with the experimental studies, two 
other longitudinal studies using a pre-post mea-
surement design revealed similar positive results 
(reduced rates of truancy, out-of-school suspen-
sions, and course failures and increased rates of 
attendance) for students both with and without 
disabilities who attended elementary and secondary 
schools in suburban settings (Lehr, Sinclair, & 
Christenson,  2004 ; Sinclair & Kaibel,  2002  ) . 
Also, closer relationships between Check & 
Connect intervention staff and students were 
associated with improved engagement (Anderson, 
Christenson, Sinclair, & Lehr,  2004  ) . Specifi cally, 
the mentor perspective of the relationship pre-
dicted teacher-rated academic engagement, while 
the student perspective of the relationship 
approached signifi cance as a predictor of teacher-
rated academic engagement. Lastly, our fi ndings 
suggest that Check & Connect is working to 
actively engage students and their families with 
school and with learning (Lehr et al.,  2004  ) . For 
example, 87% of parents of students in grades 
 K –8 ( N  = 147) who took part in Check & Connect 
for 2 years were rated by different teachers as 
more supportive of their children’s education 
(defi ned as parental follow-through, communica-
tion with school, and homework completion). 
Furthermore, teachers’ perceptions ( N  = 123) of 
student behavior were positive—90% indicated 
students in grades  K –8 were showing improve-
ment in homework completion, interest in school, 
and attendance. Teachers’ observations of stu-
dents who received 2 years of sustained interven-
tion were very positive. Teachers rated these 
students signifi cantly more likely to be eager to 
learn, follow school rules, think ahead about con-
sequences, get along with others, show respect 
for others’ rights and feelings, and persist when 
challenged by diffi cult tasks, all critical compe-
tencies and habits of learning success. 
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 In sum, analysis of Check & Connect program 
impact data consistently yields positive results: 
reduced rates of truancy, tardiness, suspensions, 
course failures, and dropout and increased rates of 
attendance. In particular, treatment–control differ-
ences in critical student engagement variables such 
as participation (attendance), behavior (social skills 
ratings), academics (credits earned), and, ulti-
mately, graduation rates have been demonstrated 
for middle and high school students with learning 
and behavioral disabilities (Sinclair et al.,  1998, 
  2005  ) . Our current research projects are focused on 
(a) assessing the effi cacy of Check & Connect 
with a general education population in three large 
urban school districts and (b) modifying Check & 
Connect for use in community college settings or 
assisting secondary school students with college 
readiness information and support. Beginning with 
the 2010 school year, Check & Connect has been 
supported by the core budget of the Minneapolis 
Public Schools (MPS); hence, sustainability of an 
intervention that was developed with MPS during 
1990–1995 has been achieved.  

   Measuring Student Engagement 

 Important to the ability to examine outcomes of 
Check & Connect with different populations and 
under different conditions in our engagement 
research has been the development of the Student 
Engagement Instrument (SEI) (Appleton, 
Christenson, Kim, & Reschly,  2006 ; Betts, 
Appleton, Reschly, Christenson, & Huebner, 
 2010  ) . As noted previously, the dependent vari-
ables for the research on Check & Connect imple-
mentations have been indicators of academic or 
behavioral engagement (e.g., credits earned, 
extracurricular participation, homework comple-
tion, attendance). Ongoing comments from the 
Check & Connect high school students with emo-
tional disabilities (Sinclair et al.,  2005  )  assisted 
us in broadening our indicators and theory of stu-
dent engagement. These students quite regularly 
and persistently reported in various ways to their 
mentors that they “can’t do the schoolwork,” 
“won’t try anymore,” and that “no one likes them 
anyway.” In response to our students’ questioning 
of their personal competence and control (I can), 

values and goals (I want to), and social connect-
edness (I belong) around schooling and learning, 
we created the SEI to measure affective (per-
ceived connection to others) and cognitive 
engagement (perceived relevance and motivation 
to learn). Coincidently, our Check & Connect 
intervention—within the dropout arena—drew 
upon similar theoretical underpinnings (intrinsic 
motivation, expectations, and supports) as the 
Committee on Increasing High School Students’ 
Engagement and Motivation to Learn (National 
Research Council,  2004  ) . 

 At this point, we posit that the theory of stu-
dent engagement that undergirds Check & 
Connect is multidimensional; the four subtypes 
(academic, behavioral, cognitive, affective) serve 
as a heuristic for designing interventions that 
maximize the person–environment fi t for students 
who are disengaged, alienated, or marginalized 
from learning. Inherent in our theorizing on stu-
dent engagement is the belief that students are 
able to accurately report on their own engagement 
and environments and, further, that their perspec-
tives are integral to the selection, implementation, 
and monitoring of interventions. In our view, 
engagement can be considered an outcome and a 
process. In Check & Connect, we want students 
to improve on all subtypes of engagement (out-
comes). However, we recognize that student 
engagement is also a mediator between the con-
textual infl uences (facilitators) and our desired 
learning outcomes across academic, social, and 
emotional domains. We speculate that cognitive 
and affective engagement are potentially media-
tors of academic and behavioral engagement 
(Reschly & Christenson,  2006a  ) , or in other words, 
engaging or disengaging students cognitively and 
affectively precedes changes in students’ behavior 
and academic engagement. As others have pos-
ited (Furrer, Skinner, Marchand, & Kindermann, 
 2006  ) , we hypothesize that there are Matthew 
Effects (Ceci & Papierno,  2005  )  between con-
texts and engagement wherein as students are 
engaged, contexts provide feedback and support 
that  promote ever greater engagement (Reschly, 
 2010  ) . A representation of this model may be 
found in Fig.  1.1 . Inherent in our model is the 
belief that the student perspective is essential for 
change in student learning and behavior.  
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 The academic lens maintained for Check & 
Connect students by mentors is paramount. They 
employ a problem-solving orientation with the 
student, teacher, and family to foster a person–
environment fi t for the student at school and with 
learning; provide persistent, ongoing support to 
enhance the student’s capacity to meet the aca-
demic, social, and behavioral standards of the 
school environment; and aim to improve stu-
dents’ academic, social, and emotional learning 
outcomes by fostering the academic, behavioral, 
cognitive, and affective engagement of students.   

   Expansion of Engagement: 
Metaconstruct and School Reform 

 While engagement theory and intervention were 
expanding within the dropout prevention litera-
ture, a more general interest in engagement was 
burgeoning as a central construct to understanding 

student achievement and behavior for all students 
(Fredricks et al.,  2004  ) . Engagement was also 
given a central role in high school reform efforts 
(National Research Council,  2004  ) . 

 Underscoring the predominant view in the 
dropout prevention arena, Fredricks et al.  (  2004  )  
also conceptualized engagement as a multidi-
mensional construct that is amenable to the 
effects of intervention and highly affected by 
contexts—teachers, families, etc. The authors’ 
extensive review of the literature was organized 
around three types of engagement: behavioral, 
cognitive, and emotional. Behavioral engage-
ment is defi ned by participation in academic, 
social, or extracurricular activities. Emotional 
engagement is comprised of affect (positive and 
negative) in interactions with teachers, peers, 
schoolwork, and the school. The defi nition of 
cognitive engagement was rooted in personal 
investment, self-regulation, and striving for mas-
tery (Fredricks et al.,  2004 ). Unique to the 

Context Indicators of Student Engagement Selected Proximal 
Learning Outcomes 

Selected Distal 
Outcomes 

Family 
Academic and motivational 
support for learning 
Goals and expectations 
Monitoring/supervision 
Learning resources in the 
home 

Peers 
Educational expectations 
Shared common school values 
Attendance 
Academic beliefs and efforts 
Aspiration for learning 

School 
School Relational climate
(peers, teachers) 
Instruction and Curriculum
*Programming; curricula; 
quality of instruction  
*Goal structure (task vs. 
ability) 
*Clear and appropriate 
expectations 
Support 
*Mental health support and 
service 
*Academic support 
Management 
*Disciplinary climate 
*Authority 
*Opportunities for student 
participation 

Affective 
(student perception) 

Belonging/ 
Identification
with school 
School 
connectedness 

Cognitive 
(student perception) 

Self-regulation 
Relevance of 
school to future 
aspirations 
Value of 
learning (goal-
setting) 

Behavioral 
Attendance 
(absences, skips, 
tardies) 
Participation 
(classroom, 
extracurricular) 
Behavioral 
incidents (office 
referrals, 
suspensions, 
detentions) 

Academic 
Time on task 
Credit hours 
toward 
graduation (high
school) 
Homework 
completion rate 
and accuracy 
Class grades 
(number of 
failing grades) 

Academic 
Grades (GPA) 
Performance on 
standardized tests 
Passing Basic 
Skills Tests 

Social 
Social awareness 
Relationship 
skills with peers 
and adults 
Responsible 
decision-making 

Emotional 
Self-awareness of 
feelings 
Emotion 
regulation 
Conflict 
resolution skills 

High School 
Graduation 

Productive 
Citizenry 

P
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  Fig. 1.1    Model of associations between context, engagement, and student outcomes       
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Fredricks et al. conceptualization of engagement, 
however, was the elevation of engagement to the 
level of a metaconstruct that brings together many 
previously separate lines of research and may 
subsume the construct of motivation as a form of 
engagement. 

 There are essentially three schools of thought 
on student engagement: one arising from the 
dropout prevention theory and intervention area, 
another from a more general school reform per-
spective (i.e., National Research Council,  2004  ) , 
and the third arising out of the motivational lit-
erature (e.g., Skinner, Furrer, Marchand, & 
Kinderman,  2008 ; Skinner, Kinderman, & Furrer, 
 2009  ) . Overlapping with these schools of thought 
are subdisciplines within the academic fi eld of 
psychology. Some scholars, ourselves included, 
are educational psychologists whose interests are 
more educationally focused and applied in orien-
tation, while others are developmental psycholo-
gists with more theoretical interests in motivation 
and basic (i.e., theory-testing) research. It is per-
haps not surprising that given the relatively recent 
ascendance of the engagement construct and 
somewhat varying origins of interest in engage-
ment, there are a number of issues that have yet 
to be resolved, including those related to theory, 
defi nitions, and measurement. These issues are 
explicated in the paragraphs that follow. 

   Types and Defi nitions 

 The study of engagement is hindered by lack of 
consensus in both the number of subtypes and 
defi nitions of student engagement. Two-, three-, 
and four-subtype models are prevalent in the lit-
erature. There is agreement that at a minimum, 
engagement is comprised of participatory behavior 
and some affective component. Other scholars 
add cognitive engagement (Appleton et al.,  2006 ; 
Christenson & Anderson,  2002 ; Fredricks et al., 
 2004  )  and/or bifurcate behavioral engagement 
into two subtypes: academic (e.g., time on task) 
and behavioral (participation) (Appleton et al., 
 2006 ; Christenson et al.,  2008  ) . 

 Although a number of authors, many in this 
volume included, ascribe to the three-part typology, 

there is little agreement about the defi nition of 
each subtype of engagement. Block  (  2000  )  
applied traditional psychology terms of jingle 
(   Thorndike,  1904 ) and jangle (Kelly,  1927 ) to 
describe the confusing way terms and concepts 
were used in personality psychology. Engagement 
currently suffers from a similar problem wherein 
the same term is used to refer to different things 
(jingle) and different terms are used for the same 
construct (jangle). For example, Finn  (  2006  )  
classifi ed perceived relevance, or utility, of school 
as affective engagement, whereas we would char-
acterize it as cognitive engagement (Appleton 
et al.,  2006 ; Christenson et al.,  2008  )  and others 
as motivation (Wylie & Hodgen,  2012  ) . Or, we 
described student-perceived relationships with 
teachers and peers and feelings of belonging as 
affective engagement (Appleton et al.,  2006 ), 
while Yazzie-Mintz and colleagues from the High 
School Survey of Student Engagement include 
interaction with others and connection to commu-
nity in the scale Social/Behavioral/Participatory 
Engagement and feelings of connection to others 
as emotional engagement (Yazzie-Mintz & 
McCormick,  2012  ) . Selected engagement theo-
ries and respective indicators may be found in 
Table  1.2 .   

   Process or Outcome 

 In Connell and Wellborn’s  (  1991  )  infl uential 
model of self-system processes, engagement 
was viewed as a mediator between context, indi-
viduals’ needs for autonomy, competence, and 
relatedness, and outcomes (context–self-action 
[engagement/disaffection]–outcomes). The notion 
that engagement connects contexts and student 
outcomes is prevalent in other engagement theo-
ries (Appleton et al.,  2006 ; Skinner et al.,  2008  ) . 
When one considers developmental changes and 
the passage of time in addition to this mediating 
role, questions about engagement as process or 
outcome arise. Phrased differently, how can 
engagement be both a mediator and an outcome? 
The answer lies in how long range one’s view is: 
a semester? A year? Over several years? Given 
the conclusion that dropout and completion are 
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long-term processes of engagement and disen-
gagement from school over several years, it is 
appropriate that engagement is both process 
(mediator) and outcome. For example, an out-
come at one-time point, such as attendance or 
skipping classes, may be considered important 
process variables (i.e., indicators of engage-
ment) for another later outcome, such as grades 
or credits earned, which in turn are process 
variables for even longer range outcomes, such 

as high school graduation and postsecondary 
enrollment.  

   Continuum or Continua 

 Another difference among various scholars’ con-
ceptualizations and measures of engagement is 
whether engagement is viewed and measured on 
a single continuum or whether engagement and 

   Table 1.2    Comparisons of prominent engagement models on key dimensions   

 Number of types  Defi nitions/indicators 
 Continuum/
continua a  

 Finn  (  1989  )   2   Participation  
 Respond to requirements 
 Class-related initiative 
 Extracurricular activities 
 Decision-making 

  Identifi cation  
 Belonging 
 Valuing 

 Measured as 
continuum 

 Appleton, 
Christenson, 
and colleagues b  

 4   Academic  
 Time on task, credit accrual, homework completion 

  Behavioral  
 Attendance, participation, preparation for class/school 

  Cognitive  
 Value/relevance, self-regulation, goal setting 

  Affective  
 Belonging, identifi cation with school 

 Continuum 

 Skinner and 
colleagues c  

 4 (2 Engagement, 
2 Disaffection) 

  Behavioral engagement  
 Action initiation, effort, persistence, intensity, attention, 
absorption, involvement 

  Behavioral disaffection  
 Passivity, giving up, withdrawal, inattentive, unprepared, 
distracted, mentally disengaged 

  Emotional engagement  
 Enthusiasm, interest, enjoyment, satisfaction, pride, vitality, zest 

  Emotional disaffection  
 Boredom, disinterest, frustration, sadness, worry/anxiety, shame, 
self-blame 

 Continua 

 Martin  (  2007  )   4 Higher order 
factors, 11 total 

  Adaptive cognition  
 Valuing, mastery orientation, self-effi cacy 

  Adaptive behavior  
 Persistence, planning, task management 

  Maladaptive behavior  
 Disengagement, self-handicapping 

  Impeding/maladaptive cognition  
 Uncertain control, failure avoidance 

 Continua 

   a  Continuum refers to a single dimension of engagement (ranging from high to low); continua refers to the separation of 
engagement and disengagement/disaffection into two dimensions (each ranging from high to low) 
  b  Appleton et al.  (  2006  )  and Christenson et al.  (  2008  )  
  c  Skinner et al.  (  2008,   2009)   
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disengagement, often referred to as disaffection, 
are separate continua. A parallel may be found in 
the fi eld of positive psychology where it is argued 
that mental health and happiness are distinct from 
mental illness (Seligman & Csikszentmihalyi, 
 2000  ) . Thus, health and happiness are more than 
the absence of psychopathology. The parallel for 
engagement may be that having low engagement is 
different from being disengaged/disaffected. In our 
own work, we have measured engagement on a 
single continuum ranging from low to high whereas 
other scholars measure both engagement and disaf-
fection (Martin,  2007 ; Skinner et al.,  2008  ) . 

 Another parallel may be drawn from the 
research within positive psychology. There is 
some question as to whether there is a threshold 
on the benefi ts of happiness. Research generally 
fi nds that most people report being above the 
neutral point in happiness (Oishi, Diener, & 
Lucas,  2007  ) ; we fi nd similar results in our sur-
vey work on student engagement (Appleton, 
Reschly, & Martin,  2012  ) . Research fi nds that 
those who are happiest are most successful in 
terms of relationships and volunteer work, while 
those with somewhat lower levels of happiness 
are most successful in other domains, such as 
income and education (Oishi et al.,  2007  ) . 
Questions that may be raised for engagement 
include: Is there a point at which greater engage-
ment no longer confers additional benefi ts? Or at 
which one is so highly engaged it is no longer 
adaptive but maladaptive? Continuing in this 
vein, how much engagement is needed to pro-
duce corresponding changes in desired out-
comes—academic, social, and behavioral?  

   Indicators and Facilitators 

 Scholarly debate has also touched on whether it is 
important to distinguish facilitators of engage-
ment from true indicators of the engagement con-
struct (Skinner et al.,  2008  ) . Based on our dropout 
intervention work, we originally proposed the 
distinction between indicators and facilitators to 
guide screening and monitoring practices for tar-
geted students (indicators) and direct attention to 
contexts that are logical foci of intervention 
efforts (facilitators; Christenson et al.,  2008 ; 

   Sinclair, Christenson, Lehr & Anderson,  2003  ) . 
From an intervention perspective, we posited that 
it is important to assess both indicators and facili-
tators of this construct. Theoretically, it is our 
contention that cognitive and affective engage-
ment are inherently individual internal processes 
and, thus, students are the most accurate source 
of information about these forms of engagement. 

 Skinner and colleagues, however, have argued 
for the separation of indicators and facilitators, a 
position echoed by other scholars (Lam, Wong, 
Yang, & Liu,  2012  ) , in order to more fully exam-
ine the effects of context on engagement (Skinner 
et al.,  2008  ) . We value different explications and 
believe productive scholarly debate is necessary 
to propel the fi eld forward. These different view-
points may align with the aforementioned disci-
plinary differences between educational and 
developmental psychology and purpose of mea-
surement (theory testing vs. prevention/interven-
tion). Or, these dissimilar viewpoints represent 
differences in views on how context affects 
engagement and outcomes. For example, in the 
self-system process model (Connell & Wellborn, 
 1991  ) , engagement is a bridge between context 
and outcomes (context–self-action–outcome). 
How does one separate objective measures of 
context, such as mastery goal orientation or 
school climate, from students’ internal processes 
of these? 

 A fi nal, related point concerns the source of 
engagement data. It is our belief that students can 
accurately report on their school experiences, and 
in fact, their reports are likely more accurate, or at 
a minimum an important addition to, the informa-
tion obtained from other sources (peers, adults, 
etc.). Do parents and teachers know if students 
feel like they belong at school? Or whether a stu-
dent thinks a class is relevant to his/her future? 
Perhaps it is necessary to separate parent or 
teacher reports regarding contextual facilitators of 
engagement from those collected from students. 
We believe the student perspective is critical to 
understanding the person–environment fi t and to 
efforts to enhance student engagement. In fact, 
the seminal nature of the student perspective is 
refl ected in our framework of engagement (see 
Fig.  1.1 ). Teacher–student relationships as per-
ceived and reported by the student (an indicator of 
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affective engagement) are conceptually distinct 
from teacher–student relationships as reported by 
the teacher or others (facilitators of students’ 
engagement). Hence, we posit that the source of 
the informant must be considered and is critical 
for understanding the distinction between facilita-
tors and indicators. Considering the source of the 
informant maintains the independence between 
facilitators and indicators that is deemed essential 
in measurement (Skinner et al.,  2008  ) . Differences 
in the perspectives of the informants, we would 
surmise, infl uence the teacher–student interaction 
that often shapes student engagement.  

   Engagement and Motivation 

 A prominent, lingering issue in the study of 
engagement is the relationship between engage-
ment and motivation. Some scholars use the 
terms engagement and motivation interchange-
ably (e.g., Martin,  2007 ; National Research 
Council,  2004  ) ; others have proposed that the 
metaconstruct of student engagement subsumes 
motivation (Fredricks et al.,  2004  ) , while others 
ascribe to the position that engagement and moti-
vation are distinct, related constructs wherein 
motivation represents intention and engagement 
is action (see   Epilogue    , this volume). 

 For intervention work, it may be unimportant 
to differentiate these constructs. Indeed, Martin’s 
work with the Motivation–Engagement Scale 
and affi liated workbook intervention (Martin, 
 2006,   2008  )  follow this course. To this end, it is 
generally accepted that both motivation and 
engagement are infl uenced by context, that there 
are individual differences in how students respond 
to the environment, and that these constructs are 
linked to important student outcomes. However, 
theoretical advancement of the constructs of 
engagement and motivation requires that the 
association between the two be clearly specifi ed 
and tested. 

 One issue in the theoretical differentiation of 
motivation and engagement is the time of exis-
tence and extensiveness of the scholarly literature. 
Fredricks et al.  (  2004  )  noted that motivation has 
more elaborate and differentiated defi nitions than 

currently exist for student engagement. Indeed, 
motivation has a long, rich history and extensive 
literature. Conversely, engagement is the prover-
bial new kid on the block, with the fi rst appear-
ance of the term engagement occurring in the 
1980s (Appleton, Christenson, & Furlong,  2008  ) . 

 A number of authors in this volume endorsed 
the three-type model of engagement: emotional/
affective, cognitive, and behavioral (see   Epilogue    , 
this volume). Although there are jingle/jangle 
problems among each of these types, the greatest 
confusion arises over what we have classifi ed as 
more internal forms: cognitive engagement and 
affective engagement and between each of these 
and motivation. In congruence with the engage-
ment as a metaconstruct idea (Fredricks et al., 
 2004  ) , it is possible that cognitive engagement 
and motivation are in fact very similar or even that 
same subconstruct, as evidenced by the use of tra-
ditional motivational concepts like self-regulation 
in defi nitions of cognitive engagement (Wolters & 
Taylor,  2012  ) . The distinction between cognitive 
engagement and motivation is even murkier when 
one considers the differentiation of motivation 
and engagement that is espoused by many schol-
ars (see   Epilogue    , this volume). In this view, moti-
vation is considered to be intent and engagement 
as action. Thus, engagement is defi ned by an 
observable, action-oriented subtype (behavioral) 
and two internal ones (cognitive and affective 
engagement) but then is differentiated from moti-
vation as engagement being action (observable 
behavior), motivation as intent (internal). 

 In our writings on engagement, we have fre-
quently acknowledged that there are both theo-
retical and measurement issues relative to 
motivation and engagement (e.g., Appleton et al., 
 2006,   2008 ; Reschly,  2010  ) . And, as described 
earlier in this chapter, Check & Connect has moti-
vational underpinnings. We have argued that 
engagement and motivation are separate, but 
related constructs, wherein motivation is neces-
sary but not suffi cient for engagement (Appleton 
et al.). In one of our fi rst studies of engagement, 
we used items representing boredom and per-
ceived utility of education to one’s future from 
the NELS:88 longitudinal dataset as indicators of 
cognitive engagement (Reschly & Christenson, 

http://Epilogue
http://Epilogue
http://Epilogue


151 Jingle, Jangle, and Conceptual Haziness…

 2006a  ) . In the SEI, cognitive engagement is 
measured by the scales: control and relevance of 
school work, future aspirations and goals, and 
extrinsic motivation (Appleton et al.). Clearly, 
there is overlap between our operationalization of 
cognitive engagement and some motivational 
concepts (e.g., intrinsic/extrinsic motivation, 
goal-setting). Our model conceives of engage-
ment as a multidimensional construct. Our opera-
tionalization of cognitive engagement may be 
characterized as motivation to learn as evidenced 
by the internal processes such as perceived rele-
vance to future, goal setting, and so on. This inter-
nal motivation to learn is inherently individual 
and infl uenced by the motivational contexts (e.g., 
classroom goal structures, school climate and 
messages regarding effort and ability, peer group 
norms relative to academic behavior). A goal of 
this volume was to elucidate scholars’ thinking on 
motivation and engagement (see   Prologue/
Epilogue    , this volume). It is clear that the theo-
retical differentiation of the constructs of engage-
ment and motivation continues to be an important 
area to be addressed in future scholarly work.  

   Measurement 

 Advances in theory require concomitant advances 
in measurement technology. At the time we began 
the development of our instrument, the SEI, there 
were few comprehensive measures of engage-
ment based in any theoretical model. Of those 
available, some were created from larger, exist-
ing surveys to represent aspects of certain types 
of engagement, and jangling (i.e., items jumping 
from subtype to subtype, depending on author) 
was common. A recent review of instruments 
(Fredricks et al.,  2011  )  provides evidence that the 
number of instruments intended to measure, in 
the scale’s entirety or via subscales, student 
engagement has grown dramatically. The avail-
able measures differ in terms of the source of data 
(student self-report; teacher-report; observation 
instruments), how many types of engagement are 
measured, and whether designed to measure 
engagement generally or with reference to a spe-
cifi c subject area (Fredricks et al.). Research with 

engagement measures has also differed according 
to whether data were collected via active or pas-
sive parental consent. Elsewhere, we have specu-
lated that studies requiring active parental consent 
may be subject to a positive engagement bias 
because those children whose parents are less 
likely to return forms may also be students at risk 
for disengaging and dropping out of school 
(Reschly et al.,  2008 ). Methodologies also differ 
as to whether students complete surveys anony-
mously or whether the data are confi dential from 
teachers but maintained with identifying student 
information and linked over time. 

 In summary, efforts to measure student 
engagement are in the earliest stages. Advances 
in measurement are needed to clarify the theoreti-
cal issues in the engagement construct, from dif-
ferentiating engagement and motivation to the 
utility of conceptualizing engagement on a single 
continuum or as continua of engagement and dis-
engagement/disaffection. These and other direc-
tions for future research are addressed in the next 
section.   

   Future Directions 

 The issues described in this chapter, and through-
out this volume (  Epilogue    ), indicate that excite-
ment about the engagement construct should be 
tempered with knowledge of these issues and the 
limitations of our current knowledge base. 
However, enthusiasm about engagement as a 
basis of theory for conceptualizing important 
processes and outcomes and interventions to 
enhance these outcomes support the need for 
continued scholarship and research. Issues, such 
as the number of types of engagement, lack of 
consensus regarding defi nitions, and differentiat-
ing constructs of motivation and engagement, are 
clear targets of future research efforts. These, and 
other directions, are described in the following 
paragraphs. 

 Block  (  2000  )  delineated how jingle/jangle 
problems limit the conclusions that can be reached 
through research. Thus, addressing jingle/
jangle problems in theory and measurement is a 
logical step for moving forward. In addition, 
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differentiating the purpose of measurement (e.g., 
theory testing vs. linking to intervention) may 
facilitate greater conceptual clarity with the 
engagement construct. Indeed, measurement 
technologies are needed to answer important 
questions about engagement. Of currently avail-
able measures, a number of authors have pro-
vided correlational evidence of associations 
between engagement and achievement (Fredricks 
et al.,  2011  ) ; however, there are few studies of 
convergent and divergent validity among mea-
sures of engagement and between measures of 
engagement and motivation. 

 Currently, there are few longitudinal studies 
that utilize a comprehensive, theory-based mea-
sure of student engagement. This type of research 
is needed to investigate developmental changes 
in the engagement construct. Currently, the 
Motivation–Engagement Scale (MES) has been 
examined cross-sectionally with students from 
elementary through college age (Martin,  2009  ) . 
Similarly, we have recently piloted elementary- 
and college-age versions of the SEI (Carter, 
Reschly, Lovelace, Appleton, & Thompson, 
 2012 ; Waldrop & Reschly,  2011 , respectively). 
Longitudinal engagement research will also 
facilitate the examination of (a) trajectories of 
engagement and the relationship between engage-
ment and student outcomes over time, as well as 
(b) the importance of different subtypes of 
engagement to these outcomes. We have pro-
posed that there is a hierarchy of types of engage-
ment (Reschly & Christenson,  2006a  )  such that 
affective and cognitive changes (greater belong-
ing, better relationships with teachers and peers) 
precede the observable, behavioral changes in 
important variables such as attendance and 
behavior. Initial research appears to support this 
contention (Lam et al.,  2012 ; Skinner et al.,  2008 ; 
Wylie & Hodgen,  2012  ) . 

 Future research is also needed to address 
whether engagement is best conceptualized on a 
single continuum or as two continua of engage-
ment and disengagement/disaffection. In the 
examination of their measure of engagement, 
Skinner et al.  (  2009  )  found engagement and dis-
affection to be distinct subscales. Our research 
suggests that there may be some additive benefi ts 

of measuring disengagement as well as engage-
ment (Reschly et al.,  2012 ), something we will 
consider in our ongoing examinations and poten-
tial revision of the SEI (Appleton et al.,  2006 ; 
Betts et al.,  2010  ) . Research is needed to explore 
the combination of engagement and disengage-
ment/disaffection that yields the most psycho-
metrically sound measure of the construct. 

 Another direction for research is to examine 
whether there are cultural differences in the con-
struct of student engagement. Differences may be 
found in the relative importance of contextual 
variables (e.g., infl uence of peers, classroom/
school structures, family involvement or support) 
or the construct may be different across youth in 
different countries. A small study we conducted 
using the SEI and Martin’s MES (previously only 
examined with Australian students) indicated that 
there may be differences in how US and Australian 
students respond to these measures (Reschly 
et al.,  2012 ). 

 Our knowledge base regarding the outcomes 
of engagement interventions is limited. Some 
interventions focus on changing students to func-
tion more effectively in the environment, others 
on curriculum and pedagogy, and still others on 
the school environment with the goal of person-
alizing education and enhancing relationships 
among students and between students and staff. 
As engagement is increasingly conceptualized as 
an organizing heuristic for interventions deliv-
ered at universal-level, for all students, as well as 
those who are at elevated risk for poor outcomes 
(targeted or intensive; Christenson et al.,  2008  ) , 
more work is needed to evaluate interventions to 
determine what works, for whom, and under what 
conditions. Particularly concerning is the notion 
of sustained intervention for students disengaged 
from learning or on the trajectory for school 
dropout. Specifi cally, for how long and with what 
intensity must intervention support be provided 
to achieve positive learning outcomes? In addi-
tion, improved measurement methodology is 
needed to link assessment to intervention. Our 
work with Check & Connect underscored the 
importance of systematic monitoring of student 
data so that interventions could be delivered at 
the fi rst sign of disengagement. 
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 In summary, student engagement is a burgeon-
ing construct. It is viewed as a basis of theory and 
interventions related to high school dropout, high 
school reform, and as a necessary element for 
improving student outcomes. The construct of 
engagement has evolved rapidly in the last 
10 years. Although there are numerous concep-
tual and measurement issues, scholarship around 
engagement is robust. It continues to be a fruitful 
and important area of research.       
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  Abstract 

 The goal of this chapter is to present a perspective on student engagement 
with academic work that emphasizes its role in organizing the daily 
school experiences of children and youth as well as their cumulative 
learning, long-term achievement, and eventual academic success. A model 
grounded in self-determination theory, and organized around student 
engagement and disaffection with learning activities, seems to offer 
promise to the study of academic development by specifying the dynamic 
cycles of context, self, action, and outcomes that are self-stablizing or 
self-amplifying, and may underlie trajectories of motivation across many 
school years. The study of ongoing engagement can be enriched by the 
incorporation of concepts of everyday resilience, focusing on what hap-
pens when students make mistakes and encounter diffi culties and failures 
in school. The same personal and interpersonal resources that promote 
engagement may shape students’ reactions to challenges and obstacles, 
with academic coping an especially important bridge back to reengage-
ment. Future research can examine how these motivational dynamics 
contribute to the development of durable academic assets, such as self-
regulated learning and proactive coping, and an academic identity that 
allows students eventually to take ownership for their own learning and 
success in school.    

        The last two decades have witnessed an explosion 
of interest in the construct of  academic engage-
ment , based on evidence that engagement is both 

a malleable state that can be shaped by schools 
 and  a robust predictor of students’ learning, 
grades, achievement test scores, retention, and 
graduation (Appleton, Christenson & Furlong, 
 2008 ; Finn,  1993 ; Fredricks, Blumenfeld, & 
Paris,  2004 ; Furlong & Christenson,  2008 ; 
Jimerson, Campos, & Grief,  2003 ; Klem & 
Connell,  2004 ; Newmann, Wehlage, & Lamborn, 
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 1992 ; National Research Council [NRC],  2004 ; 
Sinclair, Christenson, Lehr, & Anderson,  2003  ) . 
As enthusiasm for the notion of engagement has 
grown, however, so too has an appreciation for 
the complexity of the construct (Appleton et al., 
 2008 ; Fredricks et al.,  2004  ) . Engagement not 
only has an intuitively appealing holistic mean-
ing that focuses on the quality of a student’s 
involvement with school, but it also incorporates 
multiple distinguishable features, such as behav-
ioral, emotional, cognitive, and psychological 
engagement. Defi nitions differ about whether to 
include the opposite of engagement; some do, 
using labels such as disengagement, disaffection, 
alienation, or burnout (Miceli & Castelfranchi, 
 2000 ; Salmela-Aro, Kiuru, Leskinen, & Nurmi, 
 2009 ; Vallerand et al.,  1993  ) . Conceptualizations 
disagree about the components that should be 
incorporated into the construct proper—some 
include academic outcomes such as grades and 
performance, whereas others include a student’s 
feelings of bonding, academic identity, or posi-
tive relationships with teachers and classmates. 

 As the popularity of engagement grows, it has 
become increasingly important for researchers to 
clarify their conceptualizations, both the defi ni-
tion of engagement itself and the larger assump-
tions and models explaining how it operates. 
In our work, we view engagement as the out-
ward manifestation of motivation (Skinner, 
Kindermann, Connell, & Wellborn,  2009a  ) . At 
their heart, theories of motivation are most fun-
damentally concerned with the psychological 
processes that underlie  energy, purpose,  and 
 durability  of human action (Deci,  1992a  ) . 
Engagement’s characteristic effort, exertion, 
vigor, intensity, vitality, zest, and enthusiasm are 
markers of  energy ; its interest, focus, and con-
centration are outward expressions of  purpose  or 
 direction ; and its absorption, determination, and 
persistence are signs of  durability . Motivation 
refers to the underlying sources of energy, pur-
pose, and durability, whereas engagement refers 
to their visible manifestation. That is why con-
structs of engagement and disaffection have 
always been central to theories of motivation. In 
fact, every model of motivation in the fi eld today 

includes an action component that shares core 
features with engagement (Skinner et al.,  2009a ; 
Wigfi eld, Eccles, Schiefele, Roeser, & Davis-
Kean,  2006  ) . 

 Our motivational conceptualization is located 
within a multilevel model of positive youth devel-
opment and resilience, which recognizes engage-
ment with school and other prosocial institutions 
as a protective factor and a positive force in the 
lives of children and youth, especially those who 
are at risk for underachievement and dropout. 
Engagement has been studied on at least four 
nested levels, as shown in Fig.  2.1 . At the most 
general level, engagement refers to the involve-
ment of children and youth in school as a proso-
cial institution, along with other institutions, such 
as church, youth groups, and community organi-
zations. This kind of engagement promotes posi-
tive youth development and protects children 
from risks that emerge during early adolescence, 
such as delinquency, gang involvement, substance 
use, and unsafe sexual activity (e.g.,    Morrison, 
Robertson, Laurie & Kelly,  2002  ) . At the second 
level, engagement with school refers to the 
involvement of children and youth in school 
activities, including academics, sports, band, stu-
dent government, and extracurricular pursuits. 
This kind of engagement promotes students’ com-
pletion and graduation from high school, and pro-
tects against absenteeism and dropout.  

 Nested within the classroom is the kind of 
engagement we are most interested in: student 
engagement with academic work, which we 
defi ne as constructive, enthusiastic, willing, 
emotionally positive, and cognitively focused 
participation with learning activities in school 
(Connell & Wellborn,  1991 ; Skinner, Kindermann, 
Connell, et al.,  2009a ; Skinner, Kindermann, & 
Furrer,  2009b  ) . This kind of engagement is criti-
cal for three reasons. First, it is a necessary con-
dition for students to learn. Only if students 
participate in academic activities with both 
“hands-on” and “heads-on” will the time they 
spend in classrooms result in the acquisition of 
knowledge and skills. No matter how many extra-
curriculars students undertake or how attached 
they are to school, they will not learn or achieve 
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unless they are constructively engaged with the 
academic work of the classroom. Engagement is 
the active verb between the curriculum and actual 
learning. Engagement depicts the “proximal 

 processes” that ecological models (e.g., 
Bronfenbrenner & Morris,  1998  )  posit are the 
primary engines of development. As a result, 
engagement is the direct (and only) pathway to 

  Fig. 2.1    A multilevel perspective on engagement with school that highlights student engagement with learning activities 
as central to an understanding of the development of motivational dynamics       
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cumulative learning, long-term achievement, and 
eventual academic success. 

 Second, engagement shapes students’ every-
day experiences in school, both psychologically 
and socially. High-quality engagement and its 
resultant learning and scholastic success lead stu-
dents to feel more academically competent and 
connected, and elicit more positive interactions 
and support from teachers. Moreover, engaged 
students are allowed entry into friendships and 
peer groups with more engaged classmates. In 
contrast, disengaged students tend to perform 
poorly in school and so feel marginalized, resentful, 
and ineffective. Teachers respond to such stu-
dents with less support and more coercion, and 
disaffected students are more likely to join disen-
gaged peer groups and become friends with other 
disaffected students. Hence, students’ classroom 
engagement plays an important role in the quality 
of their daily experiences while they are attending 
school. 

 Third, engagement is a critical contributor to 
students’ academic development. Engagement is 
a part of the process of everyday academic resil-
ience, and an energetic resource that helps stu-
dents cope more adaptively with daily stressors, 
challenges, and setbacks in school. From epi-
sodes of effective coping may come the develop-
ment of durable long-term motivational mindsets 
and skill sets, such as an autonomous learning 
style or mastery orientation, self-regulated learning, 
a positive academic identity, and eventually 
ownership for one’s own progress in high school 
(and beyond). Therefore, engagement can be 
seen as a key player in the development of aca-
demic assets that takes place across the school 
year and over the arc of a student’s entire educa-
tional career. 

   Purpose of the Chapter 

 This chapter is structured around these themes, 
which we refer to collectively as the dynamics 
of motivational development. First, we provide 
our conceptualization of engagement and 
explain the larger motivational model that 
depicts its functioning. We then review evidence 

that engagement is central to feed-forward and 
feedback loops that shape educational pathways. 
Third, we explain how these cycles of engage-
ment may infl uence the development of every-
day academic resilience, and specifi cally, how 
children and youth cope with challenges and 
setbacks in school. We also speculate how these 
dynamics may cumulatively shape the develop-
ment of important but elusive personal assets 
and social resources at multiple points in a stu-
dent’s academic career. In the fi nal section, we 
explore some important implications for educa-
tional practice.   

   Motivational Model of Context, Self, 
Action, and Outcomes 

 Engagement is the  action  component of our 
model of motivational development (Connell & 
Wellborn,  1991 ; Deci & Ryan,  1985,   2000 ; 
Skinner & Wellborn,  1994  ) . In this context, 
“action” refers to goal-directed emotion-infused 
behaviors, refl ecting the idea that actions are the 
natural unit of analysis for conceptualizing trans-
actions between people and their social and phys-
ical contexts (Boesch,  1976 ; Brandtstädter,  1998 ; 
Chapman,  1984  ) . Hence, engagement refers to 
energized, directed, and sustained action, or the 
observable qualities of students’ actual interac-
tions with academic tasks. 

 As a result, as depicted in Fig.  2.2 , the motiva-
tional conceptualization of engagement includes 
not only behavior but also emotion and cognitive 
orientation: the behavioral dimension of engage-
ment includes effort, intensity, persistence, deter-
mination, and perseverance in the face of 
obstacles and diffi culties; emotional or affective 
engagement includes enthusiasm, enjoyment, 
fun, and satisfaction; and cognitive engagement 
encompasses attention, concentration, focus, 
absorption, “heads-on” participation, and a will-
ingness to go beyond what is required. This 
 conceptualization also includes the opposite of 
engagement, referred to as  disaffection  or burnout. 
Motivational conceptualizations of disaffection 
comprise the ways in which students withdraw 
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from learning tasks, including physical with-
drawal of effort, such as lack of exertion, pas-
sivity, merely going through the motions, or 
exhaustion as well as their mental counterparts, 
such as lack of concentration, apathy, inattention, 
or amotivation. Emotional reactions are critical 
components of disaffection because patterns of 
action differ depending on whether lack of par-
ticipation is based on boredom, anxiety, shame, 
sadness, or frustration.  

   Indicators Versus Facilitators 
of Engagement 

 In order to study how it functions, indicators of 
engagement must be distinguished from facilita-
tors of engagement (Sinclair et al.,  2003  ) . In gen-
eral,  indicators  are markers or descriptive parts 
 inside  a target construct, whereas  facilitators  are 
explanatory causal factors,  outside  the target 
construct, that have the potential to infl uence the 

Engagement Disaffection

Behavior

Initiation

Ongoing participation

Re-engagement

Action initiation

Effort, Exertion

Working hard

Attempts

Persistence

Intensity

Focus, Attention

Concentration

Absorption

Involvement

Passivity, Procrastination

Giving up

Restlessness

Half-hearted

Unfocused, Inattentive

Distracted

Mentally withdrawn

Burned out, Exhausted

Unprepared

Absent

Emotion

Initiation

Ongoing participation

Re-engagement

Enthusiasm

Interest

Enjoyment

Satisfaction

Pride

Vitality

Zest

Boredom

Disinterest

Frustration/anger

Sadness

Worry/anxiety

Shame

Self-blame

Cognitive Orientation

Initiation

Ongoing participation

Re-engagement

Purposeful

Approach

Goal strivings

Strategy search

Willing participation

Preference for challenge

Mastery

Follow-through, care

Thoroughness

Aimless 

Helpless

Resigned

Unwilling

Opposition

Avoidance

Apathy

Hopeless

Pressured

  Fig. 2.2    A motivational conceptualization of engagement and disaffection in the classroom       
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target. For example, if a target of study is weight 
loss, then indicators of weight loss include pounds 
on a scale, dimensions of the body, and the body 
mass index. Potential facilitators of weight loss 
include a healthy diet and exercise. It is an empir-
ical question whether a particular pattern of eat-
ing and exercise actually produces any weight 
loss, and even if they are highly correlated, it 
does not mean that diet is part of weight loss. In 
fact, it is essential to conceptually distinguish 
them and to measure them separately, in order to 
determine whether the potential facilitators can 
actually infl uence indicators of the target. Both 
indicators and facilitators can be distinguished 
from the  outcomes  of engagement, which refer to 
the results that engagement itself can produce. In 
the weight loss example, outcomes or effects of 
weight loss might include lowered blood pressure 
or increased energy. It is an empirical question 
whether weight loss can infl uence these out-
comes, however, and even if weight loss and out-
comes are highly correlated, lowered blood 
pressure is not an indicator of weight loss. 

 Maintaining the distinctions among indica-
tors, facilitators, and outcomes of engagement 
can add clarity to conceptualizations and improve 
studies of engagement. In the motivational model, 
indicators of engagement must be  action  compo-
nents, and so in addition to the behavioral, emo-
tional, and cognitive features of action described 
previously, we would accept as indicators of 
engagement other observable student interactions 
with academic activities, such as on-task behav-
ior or homework completion. In contrast, aca-
demic performance (grades on tests or homework, 
semester grades, achievement test scores) would 
 not  be indicators of engagement. They are poten-
tial  outcomes . Any studies that measure engage-
ment by combining, for example, GPA with 
on-task behavior, are confusing because they do 
not allow the examination of whether more on-
task behavior (an indicator) produces a higher 
GPA (an outcome). 

 In work on engagement, the greatest confu-
sion is between indicators and facilitators of 
engagement. Many conceptualizations and mea-
sures combine them. In the motivational model, 
we distinguish two kinds of potential facilitators: 

personal and social. Personal facilitators are 
students’ self-perceptions or  self-system pro-
cesses  which refer to durable appraisals of mul-
tiple features of the self, such as self-effi cacy or a 
sense of belongingness in school. Social facilita-
tors, also referred to as  social contexts , are inter-
personal interactions with important social 
partners, such as teachers, peers, and parents, and 
include their quality and nature, such as whether 
they are warm, dependable, or controlling. 

 Explanatory research and intervention efforts 
require a clear demarcation between indicators 
and facilitators. If, for example, theories hold that 
supportive interactions with teachers are an indi-
cator of engagement itself, as opposed to a facili-
tator that potentially contributes to engagement, 
research that combines these factors into a “meta-
construct” can never investigate whether teacher 
support infl uences student engagement. In order 
to empirically explore whether interpersonal fac-
tors and self-perceptions shape the development 
of engagement and disaffection, it is essential to 
conceptualize and measure facilitators separately 
from indicators.  

   Sources of Engagement: 
Self-determination Theory 

 Many important facilitators and outcomes of 
engagement have been integrated into a model 
of positive motivational development grounded 
in self-determination theory, called the Self-
System Model of Motivational Development 
(SSMMD; Connell & Wellborn,  1991 ; Deci, Connell 
& Ryan,  1985 ; Deci & Ryan,  1985,   2000 ; Deci, 
Vallerand, Pelletier & Ryan,  1991 ; Reeve,  2002 ; 
Ryan, Connell & Deci,  1985 ; Skinner & 
Wellborn,  1994  ) . This model is rooted in organ-
ismic assumptions about intrinsic motivation, 
asserting that “people are innately curious, 
interested creatures who possess a natural love 
of learning and who desire to internalize the 
knowledge, customs, and values that surround 
them” (Niemiec & Ryan,  2009 , p. 133). The core 
idea is that humans come with basic needs, and 
when these needs are met by social contexts 
or activities, people will engage constructively 
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with them. When these needs are thwarted, 
 people become disaffected, that is, they withdraw, 
escape, or act out. 

 The model posits three fundamental psycho-
logical needs that are based in physiology and are 
evolutionarily adaptive: the needs for relatedness, 
competence, and autonomy. School contexts infl u-
ence engagement by supporting (or undermining) 
students’ experiences of themselves as related in 
school, as competent to succeed, and as autono-
mous or self-determined learners. From these 
experiences, children cumulatively construct 
views of themselves, referred to as  self-system 
processes  (Connell & Wellborn,  1991  ) . These 
beliefs are not fl eeting self-perceptions; they are 
durable convictions that shape apparent reality 
and so guide action.  Relatedness  refers to the need 
to experience oneself as  connected to other people, 
as belonging; it is hypothesized to underlie pro-
cesses of attachment (Ainsworth,  1979 ; Bowlby, 
 1969 /1973; Bretherton,  1985 ; Crittenden,  1990  )  
and has been studied across the lifespan as the 
“need to belong” (Baldwin,  1992 ; Baumeister & 
Leary,  1995  ) . Although relatedness is a relatively 
recent addition to research in the academic domain, 
studies fi nd links between a sense of belonging in 
school and multiple indicators of motivation, 
engagement, and adjustment (e.g., Anderman, 
 1999 ; Battistich, Solomon, Kim, Watson, & 
Schnaps,  1995 ; Booker,  2006 ; Eccles & Midgley, 
 1989 ; Furrer & Skinner,  2003 ; Goodenow,  1993 ; 
Kuperminc, Blatt, Shahar, Henrich, & Leadbetter, 
 2004 ; Lynch & Cicchetti,  1992,   1997 ; Roeser, 
Midgley, & Urdan,  1996 ; Ryan, Stiller, & Lynch, 
 1994 ; Wentzel,  1997,   1998,   1999  ) . 

  Competence  refers to the need to experience 
oneself as effective in one’s interactions with the 
social and physical environments (Elliot & 
Dweck,  2005 ; Harter,  1978 ; Koestner & 
McClelland,  1990 ; White,  1959  )  and is hypothe-
sized to underlie processes of control (Bandura, 
 1997 ; Peterson, Maier, & Seligman,  1993 ; 
Seligman,  1975  ) . For competence, self-system 
processes have been studied as perceptions of 
control (Bandura,  1997 ; Dweck,  1991 ; Heckhausen 
& Schultz,  1995 ; Skinner,  1996 ; Weisz,  1986  ) ; 
these are perhaps the most frequently studied aca-
demic self-perceptions (Wigfi eld et al.,  2006  ) . 

Perceptions of self-effi cacy, ability, academic 
competence, and control are robust predictors of 
student engagement and eventual learning, aca-
demic performance, and achievement (see 
Bandura,  1997 ; Dweck,  1999 ; Harter,  1982 ; 
Skinner,  1995,   1996 ; Skinner, Zimmer-Gembeck, 
& Connell,  1998 ; Stipek,  2002a ; Weiner,  2005 ; 
Wigfi eld et al.,  2006  ) . 

  Autonomy  refers to the need to express one’s 
authentic self and to experience that self as the 
source of action, and is hypothesized to under-
lie processes of self-determination (Deci & 
Ryan,  1985,   2000,   2002a  ) . For autonomy, self-
system processes have been studied as auton-
omy or goal orientations (Deci & Ryan,  1985, 
  1991 ; Dweck,  1991 ; Kuhl,  1987 ; Ryan & 
Connell,  1989  )  and contain views about the self 
as motivated for self-determined or intrinsic 
reasons (or for extrinsic reasons). Students with 
a greater sense of  autonomy  in school also show 
higher levels of classroom engagement, enjoy-
ment, persistence, achievement, and learning (e.g., 
Deci & Ryan,  2002b ; Grolnick & Ryan,  1987 ; 
Hardre & Reeve,  2003 ; Miserandino,  1996 ; Otis, 
Grouzet, & Pelletier,  2005 ; Patrick, Skinner, & 
Connell,  1993 ; Vallerand, Fortier, & Guay,  1997 ; 
Vasalampi, Salmela-Aro, & Nurmi,  2009  ) .  

   Schools, Teachers, Peers, Parents, 
and the Social Context 

 Although all children and youth come with the 
needs for relatedness, competence, and autonomy, 
they act on the motivations provided by these 
needs in social contexts, like schools, that are dif-
ferentially responsive to them. The motivational 
model emphasizes the importance of supportive 
interactions with teachers, peers, and parents, 
and intrinsically interesting academic work. 

   Teachers Shape Engagement 
 According to the model, three important qualities 
of student-teacher interactions are pedagogical 
caring (which supports experiences of related-
ness), optimal structure (which facilitates compe-
tence), and autonomy support (which promotes 
self-determined motivation). Research validates 
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the notion that all three are important in shaping 
motivation and engagement in the classroom 
(Hamre & Pianta,  2001 ; Murray & Greenberg, 
 2000 ; Pianta,  1999,   2006 ; Ryan & Stiller,  1991 ; 
Stipek,  2002b ; Wentzel,  1998,   2009 ; Wigfi eld 
et al.,  2006  ) . Early work showed that properly 
structured classrooms promote student motivation 
(e.g., Ames & Ames,  1985 ; Rosenholtz & Wilson, 
 1980  ) . Subsequently, the quality of student-teacher 
relationships, in the form of caring supportive alli-
ances, was emphasized as a predictor of motiva-
tion and achievement (Birch & Ladd,  1997,   1998 ; 
Goodenow,  1993 ; Murray & Murray,  2004 ; Ryan 
& Powelson,  1991  ) . Recently, autonomy support-
ive instruction (giving choices, making learning 
relevant) has been linked to engagement (Deci & 
Ryan  2002b  Guthrie & Davis,  2003 ; Reeve, Jang, 
Carrell, Jeon & Barch,  2004  ) . 

 The model focuses on all three facets of 
teacher support: warmth, provision of structure, 
and autonomy support, all of which have been 
shown to contribute to students’ positive self-
perceptions as well as to classroom engagement 
(e.g., Skinner & Belmont,  1993  ) . Close and caring 
relationships with teachers and other adults in 
school have been shown to be an important 
predictor of student engagement across race, eth-
nicity, and class (e.g., Brewster & Bowen,  2004 ; 
Connell, Halpern-Felsher, Clifford, Crichlow, & 
Usinger,  1995 ; Connell, Spencer, & Aber,  1994 ; 
Garcia-Reid, Reid & Peterson,  2002 ; Wooley & 
Bowen,  2007  ) .  

   Peers Shape Engagement 
 In addition to teachers, peers and parents also 
infl uence student motivation and engagement 
(Wentzel,  1998  ) . Although many studies high-
light negative developmental infl uences from 
friends, in recent years, an increasing number 
show that children’s friendships in school can 
also exert positive effects on academic develop-
ment (e.g., Altermatt & Pomeranz,  2003 ; Hallinan 
& Williams,  1990 ; Kandel,  1978 ; Ladd,  1990 ; 
Ladd, Kochenderfer & Coleman,  1997 ; Ryan, 
 2001 ; Wentzel, McNamara-Barry, & Caldwell, 
 2004 ; for a review, see Bukowski, Motzoi & 
Meyer,  2009  ) , especially school motivation and 
achievement (e.g., Berndt,  2004 ; Berndt, Hawkins 

& Jiao,  1999 ; Berndt & Keefe,  1995 ; Berndt, 
Laychak & Park,  1990  ) . Moreover, studies of nat-
urally occurring peer groups also suggest that 
peers infl uence students’ motivation, behavior, and 
achievement in school (e.g., Cairns, Neckerman & 
Cairns,  1989 ; Chen, Chang & He,  2003 ; Estell, 
Farmer, Cairns & Cairns,  2002 ; Gest, Rulison, 
Davidson & Welsh,  2008 ; Kindermann,  1993, 
  2007 ; Kindermann, McCollam & Gibson,  1996 ; 
Kindermann & Skinner,  2009,   in press  ) .  

   Parents Shape Engagement 
 Following up on the large body of work demon-
strating a connection between parenting practices 
and school achievement, studies are accumulating 
which suggest that one pathway through which 
parenting has an impact on children’s school per-
formance is by shaping children’s classroom 
engagement, intrinsic motivation, preference for 
challenge, valuing and commitment to school, 
and enthusiasm, enjoyment, and interest in school-
work (Connell & Wellborn,  1991 ; Epstein & 
Sanders,  2002 ; Ginsberg & Bronstein,  1993 ; 
Gottfried, Fleming, & Gottfried,  1994 ; Grolnick 
& Ryan,  1989,   1992 ; Grolnick, Ryan, & Deci, 
 1991 ; Grolnick & Slowiaczek,  1994 ; Jeynes, 
 2007 ; Pomerantz, Grolnick, & Price,  2005 ; 
Reynolds & Clements,  2005 ; Steinberg, Elmen, & 
Mounts,  1989 ; Wigfi eld et al.,  2006  ) . Longitudinal 
studies of the motivational mediators between 
authoritative parenting and children’s school per-
formance are especially informative (e.g., 
Steinberg et al.,  1989  )  as are studies that examine 
parents’ use of specifi c motivational practices 
(e.g., Gottfried, Marcoulides, Gottfried, & Oliver, 
 2009 ; Grolnick & Slowiaczek,  1994  ) .  

   The Nature of Academic Work 
 Especially important determinants of motivation 
and engagement are the academic tasks students 
undertake in the classroom (Newmann, King, & 
Carmichael,  2007 ; Newmann et al.,  1992 ; 
Wigfi eld et al.,  2006  ) . Because learning activities 
are the “interaction partners” with which students 
engage, their qualities infl uence the nature of the 
interaction. Hence, active participation, engage-
ment, and effort are promoted by tasks that are 
hands-on, heads-on, project-based, relevant, 
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progressive, and integrated across subject matter, 
or in other words, intrinsically motivating, inher-
ently interesting, and fun (Deci,  1992b,   1998 ; 
Renninger,  2000  ) .  Authentic work  is a term used 
to characterize “tasks that are considered mean-
ingful, valuable, signifi cant, and worthy of one’s 
effort, in contrast to those considered nonsen-
sical, useless, contrived, trivial, and therefore 
unworthy of effort” (Newmann et al.,  1992 , p. 23). 
By connecting to the “real world” beyond school, 
such tasks offer students a sense of purpose and 
ownership (Newmann et al.,  2007  ) .    

   Motivational Dynamics 
of Engagement and Disaffection 

 The motivational model is depicted graphically in 
Fig.  2.3 . According to the model, school contexts 
differentially provide children and youth with 
opportunities to fulfi ll their fundamental psycho-
logical needs (through provision of warmth/
involvement, structure, and autonomy support). 
Based on these experiences, students construct 
self-system processes which are organized around 
relatedness, competence, and autonomy. These 
self-system processes in turn provide a motiva-
tional basis for their patterns of engagement 
 versus disaffection with learning activities. 
Constructive engagement is considered to be a 

critical mechanism through which motivational 
processes contribute to learning and achievement.  

   Reciprocal Feedback Effects 
of Engagement 

 As can be seen in Fig.  2.3 , engagement not only 
contributes to students’ subsequent learning and 
performance, but it has a reciprocal connection to 
teachers, parents, and peers. The key idea is that 
students’ motivation, as expressed through their 
engagement, is salient to their social partners and 
so has an impact on the way that others respond 
to them. Most of the research that links motiva-
tional support (from teachers, parents, or peers) 
to student engagement is correlational and cross-
sectional, and is typically interpreted as refl ecting 
the feed-forward effects of social partners on stu-
dents’ motivation. However, a few experimental 
and longitudinal studies have been conducted 
which show that adults respond to children dif-
ferentially depending on their on-task, engaged, 
or disruptive behaviors, and that children join or 
are allowed entry into friendships and peer groups 
based on their engagement in school. 

   Effects of Engagement on Teachers 
 Only a few studies have explicitly investigated 
whether students’ engagement shapes how 
teachers subsequently respond to them (Furrer & 
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  Fig. 2.3    A dynamic model of motivational development organized around student engagement and disaffection       
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Skinner,  2009 ; Pelletier & Vallerand,  1996  ) . For 
example, kindergarteners who were more behav-
iorally engaged in the classroom tended to 
develop closer relationships with their teachers 
over time than did those who were less engaged 
(Ladd, Birch, & Buhs,  1999  ) . Similarly, elemen-
tary school students (in grades 3 through 5) with 
higher behavioral engagement in the fall experi-
enced increases in teacher support over the school 
year, and students with higher emotional engage-
ment experienced increases in teacher autonomy 
granting as the year progressed (Furrer & Skinner, 
 2009 ; Skinner & Belmont,  1993  ) . In the same 
vein, two observational studies, one of middle 
schoolers (Altermatt, Jovanovic, & Perry,  1998  )  
and one of junior high and high schoolers (Fiedler, 
 1975  ) , revealed that students who showed more 
participation in class elicited greater teacher 
responsiveness.  

   Effects of Engagement on Parents 
 A growing body of research also examines chil-
dren’s effects on their parents (Bell,  1968,   1979 ; 
Patterson,  1982  ) . A portion of this research looks 
directly at parental reactions to children who are 
resistant, unresponsive, uncooperative, or off-
task (or who are perceived to be so), and suggests 
that parents respond to such children by with-
drawing their involvement or becoming more 
controlling (power assertive and coercive; 
Anderson, Lytton, & Romney,  1996 ;    Grolnick & 
Apostoleris,  2002 ; Patterson,  1982  ) . Especially 
interesting are the few experimental studies in 
which child behavior was manipulated or 
assigned. In one study, children ages 9–11 were 
trained as confederates to be diffi cult, uncoopera-
tive, and disinterested (versus easy, cooperative, 
and interested); mothers who were trying to teach 
children anagrams were more controlling with 
the “diffi cult” children (Jelsma,  1982  ) . Taken 
together, these studies suggest that students’ aca-
demic engagement is likely to shape how adults, 
both teachers and parents, respond to them.  

   Effects of Engagement on Peers 
 In research on the effects of children’s friendships 
and peer groups on their academic performance, 
a few studies examine what are referred to as 

 selection  effects, or how children enter and leave 
friendship and peer relationships. The key idea is 
that children select and are selected by other 
children based in part on their engagement in 
school, with more engaged children and youth 
joining peer and friendship groups with more 
engaged peers, and more disaffected children and 
youth joining groups of more disaffected peers. 
Evidence comes from cross-sectional studies 
showing that students’ own levels of engagement 
are correlated with those of their friendship 
networks and peer groups (Kindermann & 
Skinner,  in press  ) , and longitudinal studies which 
show that despite high turnover in actual members 
over a school year, there is relatively high sta-
bility in the motivational composition (average 
levels of engagement) of children’s peer groups 
(Kindermann,  1993,   2007  ) . Taken together, this 
work suggests that children who are more engaged 
join peer and friendship networks of other chil-
dren who are likewise more engaged in school.   

   Cycles of Engagement and Disaffection 

  Motivational dynamics  involve the feed-forward 
and feedback causal effects among context, self, 
action, and outcomes, which result in feedback 
loops or “cycles” of engagement. Supportive 
interactions with teachers, parents, and peers 
contribute to positive self-perceptions, which 
promote student engagement with interesting 
and meaningful academic activities—which facil-
itates learning and the development of compe-
tence. High-quality engagement and achievement 
in turn bolster students’ positive self-perceptions, 
elicit further teacher and parent support, and 
allow children to join networks of engaged peers 
and friends. In contrast, unsupportive interper-
sonal interactions or perceptions of the self as 
unwelcome, incompetent, or pressured in school 
lead to disaffection—which undermines learning 
and achievement. Disaffection and failure in turn 
undercut students’ sense of self, can result in 
withdrawal of support or increasing coercion 
from teachers and parents, and lead children 
to join more disengaged friendship and peer 
groups. 
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 These feedback loops are self-amplifying, 
forming  virtuous  or  vicious  cycles that magnify 
initial individual differences across time, making 
motivationally “rich” students richer, and motiva-
tionally “poor” students poorer. Studies examin-
ing engagement at multiple time points have 
empirically captured some of these dynamics, 
some involving motivational resources, such as 
perceived control (e.g., Schmitz & Skinner, 
 1993  ) , achievement (e.g., Gottfried, Marcoulides, 
Gottfried, Oliver, & Guerin,  2007  ) , or teacher 
support (e.g., Altermatt et al.,  1998 ; Fiedler, 
 1975 ; Skinner & Belmont,  1993  ) , and some 
involving multiple components (e.g., Skinner, 
Furrer, Marchand, & Kindermann,  2008 ; Skinner 
et al.,  1998  ) . Although other kinds of cycles are 
theoretically possible, all the dynamics that have 
been documented so far have turned out to be 
self-amplifying or self-stabilizing, in that they 
magnify or verify the pattern of individual differ-
ences present in the initial conditions. 

   Trajectories of Engagement 
 These dynamics may be responsible for the high 
stability of engagement and disaffection, and 
may underlie interindividual differences in tra-
jectories of motivation over a student’s school 
career. Although there is an overall normative 
decline in engagement across school years 
(Wigfi eld et al.,  2006  ) , research also documents a 
high level of interindividual stability. That is, 
children’s levels of engagement at the beginning 
of the school year are highly correlated with their 
levels at the end of the school year (e.g., Skinner 
& Belmont,  1993  ) ; engagement during one grade 
is highly correlated with engagement in neigh-
boring grades (e.g., Gottfried, Fleming, & 
Gottfried,  2001  ) ; and children’s engagement in 
the early elementary school years is highly cor-
related with their engagement in middle school 
(e.g., Gottfried et al.,  2007 ; Skinner et al.,  1998  )  
and high school (Gottfried et al.,  2001 ; Marks, 
 2000 ; Otis et al.,  2005  ) . In fact, in the few studies 
comparing such relations, interindividual stability 
seems to  increase  as students move through 
junior high and high school (Gottfried,  1990 ; 
Gottfried et al.,  2001  ) . 

 Although it can be tempting to interpret such 
high cross-time correlations as evidence that 
engagement is a fi xed motivational trait, research 
on the dynamics of engagement contradict this 
conclusion. Taken together, studies demonstrate 
that engagement is a malleable state, open to con-
textual conditions, that can be shaped by interper-
sonal and task characteristics. Dynamic stability 
is continually recreated by the feedback loops 
between students’ engaged and disaffected actions, 
on the one hand, and their facilitators and out-
comes, on the other, including the context created 
by teachers, parents, peers, and the nature of aca-
demic work, students’ self-perceptions, and their 
performance outcomes. It is the thousands of epi-
sodes of engaged participation or disaffected 
withdrawal that organize these feedback loops, 
which is why engagement is a sensitive indicator 
of the state of the whole motivational system.    

   Engagement and the Development 
of Coping and Everyday Resilience 

 Cycles of ongoing engagement also create a moti-
vational context that may shape how students deal 
with everyday diffi culties, challenges, and obsta-
cles in school. As studied under the name “every-
day resilience” or “academic buoyancy” (Martin 
& Marsh,  2006,   2008a,   2008b,   2009  ) , these pro-
cesses refer to resources students can access to 
help them bounce back from setbacks and fail-
ures, and allow them to constructively reengage 
with challenging academic tasks after running 
into obstacles or problems. Academic buoyancy 
refers to “students’ ability to successfully deal 
with academic setbacks and challenges that are 
typical of the ordinary course of school life (e.g., 
poor grades, competing deadlines, exam pres-
sure, diffi cult schoolwork)” (Martin & Marsh, 
 2008a , p. 72). The motivational model suggests 
that both interpersonal resources, such as teacher 
warmth or peer engagement, and personal 
resources, such as a sense of competence, relat-
edness, and autonomy, are assets that can support 
everyday resilience and reengagement. 
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   Academic Coping as a Mechanism 
of Everyday Resilience 

 A primary process of resilience in school is  cop-
ing,  which describes how students deal with chal-
lenges, threats, and failures in their daily 
experiences with academic tasks (Skinner & 
Wellborn,  1994,   1997  ) . Work on coping is distin-
guished by its focus on what children and youth 
actually do in their real-life encounters with 
stressful events. These reactions can be classifi ed 
into  families of coping , such as problem-solving, 
support seeking, or escape (Skinner, Edge, 
Altman, & Sherwood,  2003  ) . Many of these ways 
of coping have been studied individually, but 
when considered as a  profi le  or  repertoire  of ways 
of coping, it is possible to examine how they 
work together cumulatively as a series of adap-
tive (or maladaptive) responses to problems and 
diffi culties with schoolwork or other stressful 
events in school. 

 A developmental model has identifi ed a dozen 
families of coping (Skinner et al.,  2003  ) , some 
of which promote reengagement (e.g., problem-
solving or help seeking) and some of which lead 
to giving up (e.g., helplessness or social isola-
tion) or getting in trouble (e.g., delegation or 
opposition). Help seeking seems to be an espe-
cially adaptive strategy for dealing with prob-
lems (Newman,  1994,   2000  ) . In fact, it is the 
most common all-purpose strategy used by chil-
dren (Zimmer-Gembeck & Skinner,  2011  )  and a 
common way of coping even for adolescents and 
adults (Skinner et al.,  2003  ) . One reason it is so 
adaptive is that interactions with competent and 
supportive social partners (like teachers) can 
help students reengage with diffi cult material 
and eventually develop strategies like problem-
solving and self-reliance that they can then 
employ in dealing with (or preventing) subse-
quent stressors (Nelson-Le Gall, Gumerman, & 
Scott-Jones,  1983  ) . Unfortunately, over the 
same age range that children and adolescents 
show declines in motivation, they also evince 
declines in the use of help seeking (Marchand & 
Skinner,  2007 ; Newman,  2002 ; Ryan, Patrick, 
& Shim,  2005  ) .  

   Emergence of Academic Resources 
for Resilience 

 Over time, ongoing engagement, constructive 
coping, and reengagement following failures and 
setbacks may work together to shape children’s 
academic development. The central idea is that 
these cycles of engagement and coping, over 
months or years, give rise to the development of 
qualitatively different mindsets and skill sets at 
different ages. For example, early research on 
participation-identifi cation models of engage-
ment argued that positive patterns of engagement 
lead to a sense of belonging in school and valuing 
of school-related goals (Finn,  1989  ) . And reviews 
of coping show that (compared with younger 
children) older children are able to use more 
complex cognitive coping strategies and to more 
fl exibly match the demands of the stressor to the 
family of coping (Zimmer-Gembeck & Skinner, 
 2011  ) . 

 Although educators and parents stress how 
important it is for students to take responsibility 
or ownership for their own academic progress, 
very little is known about how and at what ages 
specifi c qualitativly new resources emerge dur-
ing a student’s scholastic career. It is clear that 
some qualitative growth must be taking place, in 
that kindergarten and fi rst-grade students do not 
have the means to form a complex academic 
identity, use sophisticated cognitive strategies, 
or fl exibly regulate their own learning. 
Researchers have begun to identify some of the 
cognitive and meta-cognitive abilities students 
need to become more proactive, self-reliant, and 
autonomous in their own learning (Otis et al., 
 2005 ; Schunk & Zimmerman,  2007  )  and in their 
adaptive help seeking (Newman,  2002  ) , but little 
research examines the effects of these underly-
ing processes on students’ development. 

 Early adolescence seems to be a key develop-
mental period for students to construct an iden-
tity as academically capable, socially integrated, 
and committed to learning (Roeser, Peck, & 
Nasir,  2006 ; Wentzel,  1991  ) , but it is possible 
that qualitative changes in academic resources 
occur at other points as well, for example, during 
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the fi ve to seven shift (Sameroff & Haith,  1996  )  
or the third-grade shift. One indicator of a transi-
tion might be steeper rates of normative decline 
in engagement, signaling a window of opportu-
nity as well as of vulnerability. A noticeable trend 
in fi ndings from the study of all such forms of 
potential academic development is that these 
desirable attributes are quite rare even in older 
academically successful students (Miserandino, 
 1996  ) . Future research can examine how positive 
motivational dynamics may contribute to the 
development of self-regulated learning and pro-
active coping, and an academic identity that 
allows students to eventually take ownership for 
their own learning and success in school.   

   Educational Implications 
for Promoting Engagement, 
Coping, and Everyday Resilience 

 The motivational model of engagement and dis-
affection inspired by self-determination theory 
has several important implications for the struc-
turing of learning environments (see also Deci, 
Connell, & Ryan,  1985 ; Niemiec & Ryan,  2009 ; 
Reeve,  2002  )  and comprehensive school reform 
(Connell, Klem, Lacher, Leiderman, & Moore, 
 2009 ; Deci,  2009  ) . The most important is the 
core assumption that all students come with a 
wellspring of intrinsic motivation that does not 
have to be acquired and cannot be lost. However, 
steady declines in students’ intrinsic motivation 
and engagement signal that schools are not nur-
turing this precious energetic resource (Eccles 
et al.,  1993 ; Wigfi eld et al.,  2006  ) . We highlight 
three important antidotes (see Fig.  2.4 ).  

   Focus on Engagement and Disaffection 

 The motivational model encourages schools and 
teachers, when formulating their target out-
comes, to insist on a dual focus on learning  and  
engagement. High grades or high achievement 

test scores cannot be considered a success if they 
come at the cost of undermining engagement 
and increasing student disaffection. The good 
news is that constructive engagement, when 
combined with a challenging curriculum and 
authentic learning activities, creates opportuni-
ties for increased learning and so is a direct 
pathway to better performance. It is important to 
include the entire complex construct of engage-
ment in target outcomes. Teachers and parents 
can easily focus on only the behavioral compo-
nent—on-task behavior—and lose track of emo-
tion, cognition, and orientation, as embodied, for 
example, by enthusiasm, interest, excitement, will-
ingness, preference for challenge, and “heads-on” 
participation. Although behavioral engagement 
seems to be the primary driver of actual perfor-
mance, emotion is likely the fuel for the kind of 
behavioral and cognitive engagement that leads to 
high-quality learning (Skinner et al.,  2008  ) . 

   Tracking Engagement 
 Additional good news is that the action compo-
nent of student engagement with academic work 
is directly observable, and so teachers can track it 
at the classroom level (Reeve et al.,  2004  )  or at 
the level of individual students (   Skinner et al., 
 2009a,   2009b  ) . The positive and signifi cant cor-
relations between teachers’ ratings of engage-
ment and both student ratings and observers’ 
reports indicate that teachers seem to do this 
spontaneously and accurately, suggesting that 
student engagement is a source of information 
available to teachers in designing and delivering 
their lesson plans. Student engagement with 
learning activities is a marker of the whole moti-
vational system and so provides teachers a diag-
nostic window into other important motivational 
processes that are not directly observable, such as 
students’ self-system processes of belonging, 
competence, or value (Furrer, Kelly, & Skinner, 
 2003  ) . Researchers and interventionists who want 
to support students’ motivation and learning can 
also take advantage of engagement as a key sum-
mary marker of the quality of students’ school 
experiences.  
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   Coping with Student Disaffection 
and Failure 
 Just because teachers are accurate monitors of 
engagement and disaffection does not mean that 
they always respond to students’ motivation in 
the optimal fashion. In fact, as described previ-
ously, the feedback loops from student engage-
ment to teacher support found in several studies 
suggest that teachers typically react to students’ 
disaffection in the classroom by withdrawing 

their support or increasing coercion. In other 
words, teachers typically respond in ways that 
are likely to further undermine students’ engage-
ment, making matters worse. Little research exam-
ines the mindsets or contextual conditions that 
would allow teachers to react to disengaged stu-
dents with  increased  warmth, involvement, and 
autonomy support. Perhaps teachers could respond 
more positively if they could see student disaffec-
tion, not as a personal insult to them or a character 

Focus on Engagement and Disaffection

1. Adopt as a central goal the promotion of engagement in academic work, tracking
especially student orientation, emotional, and cognitive engagement, as expressed
through student enthusiasm, interest, excitement, willingness, preference for
challenge, and “heads-on” participation.

2. Use student disaffection as a diagnostic tool signaling that a student needs more 
warmth, involvement, structure, and/or autonomy support. View students’
misunderstandings and failures as opportunities for students to learn something new
about the subject and about how to cope more constructively.

3. Provide academic tasks that are authentic, challenging, relevant to students’
experiences and concerns, hands-on, project-based, integrated across subject areas,
and that allow students some freedom to choose their own direction and to work
closely in cooperative groups over long periods of time.

Focus on the Social Learning Environment

1. Promote students’ intrinsic motivation, by offering challenging and fun learning
activities, allowing and encouraging students to discover and follow their own
interests and goals, and providing clear instruction and feedback about how to reach
them.

2. Meet students’ needs for relatedness, competence, and autonomy: Foster caring
relationships (warmth and involvement), provide challenging learning activities with
high expectations and clear feedback (optimal structure), and explain the relevance
and importance of activities and rules while soliciting input from students and
respecting their opinions (autonomy support).

3. Promote classroom goals that focus on mastery, by creating a climate that
emphasizes hard work, sustained effort, self-improvement, deep understanding, and
the recognition that “mistakes,” “setbacks,” and “failures” can be interesting detours
and good information about next steps.

Focus on Teachers

1. Model your own engagement in teaching, by showing your enthusiasm, hard work,
careful thought, and excitement about a subject area. Model constructive coping in
the classroom. Admit mistakes and tell stories of your own past failures and
struggles.

2. View student amotivation as a fascinating challenge, a puzzle to be solved, and an
opportunity to learn more about teaching and more about coping successfully with
challenging students.

3. Remember that teachers have their own needs for relatedness, competence, and 
autonomy, and when they are met, it provides opportunities for more constructive
engagement and coping, everyday resilience, vigor, vitality, and the development of
teaching expertise.

  Fig. 2.4    Educational practices that promote the development of engagement, coping, and everyday resilience       
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fl aw in the student, but as a handy diagnostic tool 
signaling times when a student is encountering 
resistance and need more support. It might be 
likewise helpful if teachers could see students’ 
misunderstandings and failures, not as shortcom-
ings of teacher or student, but as opportunities for 
students to learn something new about the subject 
and about how to deal more constructively with 
challenging learning tasks.  

   The Nature of Academic Work 
 For educators and researchers interested in class-
room engagement, it is evident that the primary 
interaction partners for students, if they are to 
learn, are the academic tasks that we require them 
to undertake as part of the curriculum in schools. 
The nature of these learning activities is a defi ni-
tive determinant of students’ intrinsic interest and 
can make much easier (or much harder) the job of 
the teacher in facilitating motivation. Curricula 
and academic tasks will naturally arouse intrinsic 
motivation the more they are authentic, challeng-
ing, relevant to students’ experiences and con-
cerns, hands-on or project-based, integrated across 
subject areas and into students’ real lives, and 
refl ect students’ own interests and goals—in other 
words, are fun and interesting (Deci & Ryan, 
 1985 ; Newmann et al.,  1992  ) . Complex learning 
environments, which include project-based curri-
cula, integrated across subject matter, that allow 
students some freedom to chose their direction 
and to work closely in cooperative groups over 
long periods of time, awaken and sustain students’ 
natural curiosity and love of learning. 

 In general, these are the learning environments 
provided by high-quality preschools and gra-
duate schools, two levels of schooling at which 
intrinsic motivation and engagement fl ourish. 
Unfortunately, they are not the norm for the grades 
in between. However, simply ask any adults about 
their favorite memories of school (as we recently 
did in our research group) and you will fi nd that 
they nevertheless do appear as individual unfor-
gettable experiences. We heard enthusiastic tales 
of an opera written and performed by third grad-
ers, the creation of an Egyptian museum in ele-
mentary school, a Japanese tea house in sixth 
grade, a CSI-type investigation of a “dead” body 

in science and English class during middle school, 
and a radio program covering the Red Scare of 
the 1920s performed in high school. Ten, twenty, 
thirty years later, these experiences evoke smiles 
and detailed indelible memories of wholehearted 
engagement. Our research group is currently 
studying the effects of garden-based science 
education programs for at-risk middle school 
students—and fi nding that the holistic, authen-
tic, cooperative, fun, environmentally friendly 
activities of gardening promote both students’ 
engagement  and  their achievement (Ratcliffe, 
Goldberg, Rogers, & Merrigan,  2010 ; Skinner, 
Chi, & the LEAG,  2012  ) .   

   Focus on the Social Learning 
Environment 

 Formal classroom curricula are essential, of 
course, but so too are the informal or tacit curri-
cula—answers to the questions: What are we 
doing here? What is the purpose of school? 
Although it seems obvious—we are here to 
learn—research on goal orientations over the last 
25 years eloquently demonstrates that teachers 
and schools seem to be consistently communicat-
ing to students, especially as they grow older, that 
schools have an agenda that is not fully aligned 
with learning and mastery (e.g., Ames,  1992 ; 
Midgley & Edelin,  1998 ; Roeser et al.,  1996  ) . 
Although questions remain about the exact mean-
ing of achievement goal constructs (Hulleman, 
Schrager, Bodman, & Harachiewicz,  2010  ) , it is 
clear that engagement, joy, high-quality concep-
tual learning, creativity, and constructive coping 
are all undermined by the external and internal 
pressures created by a focus on performance and 
grades, the evaluation of fi xed abilities, and the 
shame and embarrassment of mistakes and fail-
ures (Deci, Koestner, & Ryan,  1999 ; Dweck, 
 1991 ; Hulleman et al.,  2010 ; Pintrich,  2003  ) . 
A complement to curricula designed to tap intrin-
sic motivation is the establishment of a classroom 
climate focused on  mastery , that is, hard work, 
sustained effort, self-improvement, deep under-
standing, the unshakable conviction that everyone 
can excel, and the recognition that “mistakes,” 
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“setbacks,” and “failures” can not only be inter-
esting detours but are also informative about next 
steps in one’s own thinking and progress. 

   Teacher-Student Interactions 
as Facilitators of Engagement 
 The nature of the interactions teachers have with 
their students can shape student engagement in 
the classroom in at least two ways. The fi rst is by 
promoting students’ intrinsic motivation: by 
offering challenging and fun learning activities, 
allowing and encouraging students to discover 
and follow their own interests and goals, and 
providing clear instruction and feedback about 
how to reach them. The second is by creating 
classroom contexts that support the development 
of increasingly more self-determined reasons for 
accomplishing the parts of learning that are not 
intrinsically fun. All worthwhile tasks involve a 
mix of inspiration and perspiration, and self-
determination theory posits that activities that 
are extrinsically motivated can nevertheless be 
completed autonomously if students identify 
with their value and relevance (Ryan,  1995 ; 
Ryan & Connell,  1989  ) . Students are more likely 
to internalize autonomous reasons for complet-
ing extrinsically motivated tasks in school when 
they learn from teachers who display the three 
features of motivational support described pre-
viously: when teachers foster caring relation-
ships (warmth and involvement), provide 
challenging learning activities with high expec-
tations and clear feedback (optimal structure), 
and explain the relevance and importance of 
activities and rules while soliciting input from 
students and respecting their opinions (auton-
omy support) (Connell & Wellborn,  1991 ; Deci 
& Ryan,  2000  ) .   

   Focus on Teacher Motivation, 
Engagement, Coping, and Resilience 

 Teachers can facilitate students’ engagement and 
constructive coping directly through their own 
actions and modeling in the classroom. Teachers’ 
enthusiasm and excitement about a subject can 
be contagious (Patrick, Hisley, Kempler, & 

College,  2000  ) . Teachers’ hard work and careful 
thought can communicate the importance and 
value of knowledge and skills. Perhaps most 
important are the ways in which teachers model 
how to deal with roadblocks, confusion, and 
mistakes. Teachers can demonstrate constructive 
coping through such simple (and challenging) 
means as admitting that they do not know some-
thing or that their own current understandings 
can sometimes be contradictory and uncertain, 
and then taking the time to straighten them out or 
to fi nd out more, by identifying areas of confu-
sion and consulting resources or experts. 
Constructive coping can also involve telling sto-
ries of one’s own past failures and mistakes, as 
inspiration for students who are currently strug-
gling. Compared to the effects of parents 
(Bradley,  2007 ; Power,  2004  ) , much less research 
examines how teachers can promote the devel-
opment of constructive coping and everyday 
resilience in their students, making this a fruitful 
area for research. 

   Teacher Motivation and Engagement 
 The motivational model holds that teachers have 
the same needs as students and so provides a 
useful lens through which to hypothesize about 
the effects of students’ motivational problems on 
teachers. If teachers experience low student 
motivation as an obstacle to their teaching and 
lesson plans, then it thwarts teacher autonomy. If 
it is perceived as a signal that teachers are bad at 
teaching, then it undercuts teachers’ sense of 
competence. If it is seen as evidence that stu-
dents don’t like the teacher, it can undermine 
teachers’ feelings of relatedness. According to 
the motivational model, any of these interpreta-
tions should lead teachers to become disaffected 
from the target students, and could produce the 
withdrawal, hostility, or coercion found in stud-
ies of the reciprocal effects of student motivation 
on teacher behaviors. If, however, in contrast, 
teachers can see student amotivation as a fasci-
nating challenge, an interesting puzzle which 
they are confi dent they can solve, then the bore-
dom, passivity, or disruptive behavior students 
show in class can be opportunities for teachers to 
learn more about teaching and more about how 
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to cope successfully with challenging students 
(Hakanen, Bakker, & Schaufeli,  2006 ; Martin & 
Marsh,  2008b  ) .  

   Teachers Within the Larger School 
Context 
 Student engagement is a precious energetic 
resource, not only for students, but also for teach-
ers’ own enjoyment and engagement in teaching. 
When students are trying hard, taking on chal-
lenges, seeking and providing help, and making 
strides in their learning, teachers remember why 
they decided to become teachers in the fi rst place. 
The research on reciprocal effects suggests that 
teacher and student engagement can create a vir-
tuous circle—one that supports both partners 
(and by implication the whole classroom) in self-
stabilizing cycles of hard work, joy, and learning, 
as well as increasing feelings of connectedness 
to each other as a learning community, compe-
tence in learning and teaching, and autonomy 
toward the activities and enterprise of schooling. 
Comprehensive school reforms based on self-
determination theory have the goal of creating 
such vibrant self-renewing communities, and 
highlight the larger contextual supports that need 
to be in place to create and sustain them (Connell 
et al.,  2009 ; Deci,  2009  ) .    

   Conclusion 

 For many schools and teachers, the creation and 
continual renegotiation of an intrinsically moti-
vating curriculum and a supportive classroom 
climate may appear to require too much work and 
coordination among teachers, and to produce too 
uncertain a path to the achievement test scores 
upon which evaluations and accountability of 
teachers and schools are now based (Ryan & 
Brown,  2005  ) . However, the downward spirals of 
student and teacher engagement, the draining 
away of students’ intrinsic motivation, and the 
rates of student dropout and teacher burnout, are 
all reminders of the costs associated with the cur-
rent situation. Self-determination theory and the 

motivational model it inspires offer an alternative 
vision (Connell et al.,  2009 ; Deci,  2009  ) . 

 In the current chapter, we have attempted to 
show how a motivational model grounded in self-
determination theory can be used as a framework 
to both clarify and enrich the study of student 
engagement. We suggest that, within a multilevel 
perspective on engagement, student constructive 
participation in academic work enjoys a privi-
leged status as the focus of research on engage-
ment because it is the only gateway to learning 
and scholastic development. We have empha-
sized the importance of distinguishing indicators 
of engagement from its facilitators, and along 
with many other researchers, we favor indicators 
of engagement as an action construct that capture 
its behavioral, cognitive, and emotional facets. 
We have suggested sets of important social and 
personal facilitators that highlight the nature of 
academic work, and include many of the self-
system processes studied in research on motiva-
tion today. Facilitators also take into account a 
range of interpersonal relationships that can sat-
isfy or undermine students’ needs for relatedness, 
competence, and autonomy, including interac-
tions with parents, friends, and peer group mem-
bers, but emphasizing as fundamental students’ 
relationships with their teachers. 

 The episodes of students’ daily lives in school, 
which are shaped by their engagement and disaf-
fection, have only recently become the focus of 
research on the development of motivational 
dynamics. However, such dynamics hold promise 
for helping to explain the durability of students’ 
motivation across the school year and for identi-
fying underlying processes that contribute to 
interindividual trajectories of motivation across 
multiple years. We have suggested directions for 
future research that can examine the role that 
cycles of engagement may play in the emergence 
of everyday resilience and constructive coping. 
Taken together, these ideas may provide tools to 
help researchers explore and educators nurture the 
long-term development of valuable (but rare) aca-
demic assets, such as self-regulated and autono-
mous learning, and an academic identity and sense 
of purpose that allow students to take ownership 
for their own progress in school and beyond.      
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   Chapter    Aim and Overview 

 Research consistently shows that student engage-
ment plays a critical role in the development 
of positive outcomes in children and adoles-
cents such as increasing academic achievement 
(Carbonaro,  1998 ; Eccles,  2004 ; Manke, 
McGuire, Reiss, Hetherington, & Plomin,  1995 ; 
Portes,  2000  )  and facilitating the development of 
new social competencies (Karcher, Kuperminc, 
Portwood, Sipe, & Taylor,  2006 ; Parra, Dubois, 
Neville, Pugh-Lilly, & Povinelli,  2002  ) . While it 
is important to consider the factors that shape 
student engagement and its potential conse-
quences, we argue that understanding student 
engagement within the context of the individual’s 
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developmental history is also important. The goal 
of this chapter is to provide a cohesive develop-
mental framework and foundation for which to 
understand student engagement across early 
childhood, middle childhood, and adolescence. 
For the purposes of this chapter, we limit our dis-
cussion on engagement to school-related activi-
ties. School-related activities comprise both 
schoolwork (e.g., engagement on academic-spe-
cifi c tasks both within and outside of school) and 
nonacademic school-related activities (e.g., extra-
curricular activities). 

 Moreover, this chapter highlights the impor-
tance of accounting for changes in developmen-
tal tasks (defi ned in the following sections) and 
how they codevelop with student engagement 
over the childhood and adolescent years. Indeed, 
while much of the student engagement literature 
has focused on defi ning the specifi c components 
of student engagement, mainly behavioral, cog-
nitive, and emotional engagement (Appleton, 
Christenson, & Furlong,  2008 ; Marks,  2000 ; 
Rose-Krasnor,  2009  ) , the research examining the 
interplay of developmental tasks and the devel-
opment of student engagement is limited. Echoing 
Finn’s  (  1989  )  statement about school dropouts 
initiated by a “chain of events” (Finn,  1989 , p. 119), 
we conceptualize the interplay of developmental 
tasks and the development of student engagement 
as a reciprocal process that also occurs over a 
period of time. In this way, we adapt Finn’s original 
argument for the participation-identifi cation 
model of engagement (Finn,  1989 ; Reschly, 
 2010  )  by imparting concepts from the develop-
mental literature to identify the direct and indirect 
effects of developmental tasks on student 
engagement and vice versa. 

 Indeed, childhood and adolescence is a time 
of rapid growth signifi ed by key developmental 
tasks that capture overt biological and physiolog-
ical changes, signifi cant cognitive advancements, 
emotional maturation, as well as new social rela-
tionships. The specifi c manifestation of the devel-
opmental tasks within each developmental period, 
however, will likely vary across individuals and 
contexts, and these manifestations can in turn be 
linked to the developing child or adolescent’s 
student engagement. For instance, the social 

skills children fi rst gain through participation in 
peer play, a developmental task of early childhood, 
and further cultivate during middle childhood 
and adolescence, may promote his/her student 
engagement in school-related activities. Children 
and adolescents who are more engaged may sub-
sequently increase their likelihood of success-
fully reaching a developmental task. Not only 
does this suggest that student engagement is more 
likely to happen if children’s and adolescents’ 
school experiences are framed within the devel-
opmental tasks fi tting the general developmental 
period, but also student engagement can 
strengthen the accomplishment of developmental 
tasks. Based on this, the two main questions that 
guide this chapter are:
    1.    How do developmental tasks encourage or 

discourage the development of student 
engagement?  

    2.    How can student engagement strengthen the 
acquisition of developmental tasks?     
 To further understand the reciprocal processes, 

we fi rst defi ne student engagement. Second, we 
briefl y describe the prominent developmental 
tasks of early childhood, middle childhood, and 
adolescence, and the links between these devel-
opmental tasks and student engagement. Next, 
we detail our overarching theoretical framework 
that stresses the importance of understanding the 
emergence of the developmental tasks to enhance 
our knowledge of the development of student 
engagement. The bulk of this chapter addresses 
student engagement across these developmental 
periods and how the key behavioral, cognitive, 
and socioemotional developmental tasks in child-
hood and adolescence are related. It must be 
noted that the majority of the work assessing stu-
dent engagement discussed here draws from lit-
erature that is nonexperimental in nature. As a 
result, we cannot make any causal statements 
about the link between developmental periods 
and student engagement. Where appropriate, we 
note fi ndings from experimental research and 
those that are nationally representative or longi-
tudinal in nature. Throughout these sections, we 
discuss the importance of understanding growth 
and development and how it codevelops with stu-
dent engagement. Finally, we conclude with brief 
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remarks summarizing future research directions 
in this area and the importance of family, school, 
and community partnerships for enhancing stu-
dent engagement across developmental periods.  

   Defi ning Student Engagement 

 In defi ning student engagement, prior research 
has identifi ed three distinct dimensions to the 
construct (e.g., Appleton et al.,  2008 ; Fredricks, 
Blumenfeld, & Paris,  2004  ) , mainly, behavioral, 
cognitive, and emotional engagement. According 
to Fredricks and colleagues  (  2004  )  and Blumenfeld 
and colleagues  (  2005  ) :
    1.     Behavioral engagement  draws on the idea of 

participation; it includes involvement in aca-
demic and social or extracurricular activities. 
It is usually defi ned in three ways. The fi rst 
entails positive conduct, as well as the absence 
of disruptive behaviors such as skipping school. 
The second defi nition concerns involvement in 
learning and academic tasks and includes 
behaviors such as effort, persistence, concen-
tration, attention, asking questions, etc. A third 
defi nition involves participation in school-
related activities such as athletics or school 
governance.  

    2.     Cognitive engagement  draws on the idea of 
investment; it incorporates thoughtfulness and 
willingness to exert the effort necessary to 
comprehend complex ideas and master diffi -
cult skills.  

    3.     Emotional engagement  encompasses positive 
and negative reactions to teachers, classmates, 
academics, and school, and is presumed to create 
ties to an institution and infl uence willingness to 
do the work. It refers to students’ affective 
reactions in the classroom, including interest, 
boredom, happiness, sadness, and anxiety.     
 Appleton and colleagues  (  2008  )  build on this 

characterization by further operationalizing the 
three engagement constructs. For example, atten-
dance, suspensions, voluntary classroom partici-
pation, and extracurricular activity participation 
are part of behavioral engagement (Appleton 
et al.,  2008  ) . They also claim that both cognitive 
and emotional engagement are not easily observed 

and are determined by the extent to which the 
individual values and identifi es with the activities 
and whether they believe the activities are rele-
vant to their future. We expand the latter state-
ment and argue that the components of student 
engagement cannot be fully observed without the 
appropriate developmental foundation via the 
attainment of developmental tasks, which are 
described in the next section.  

   Developmental Tasks of Childhood 
and Adolescence 

 Developmental tasks describe the main changes 
and challenges that occur during a certain devel-
opmental period. Generally, they represent any 
number of things from physical milestones to 
societal expectations for individuals based on 
age. Beginning in early childhood (birth to 
6 years), children are increasingly faced with new 
and complex socialization forces that infl uence 
their behavioral, cognitive, and emotional devel-
opment. For instance, as noted above, one main 
developmental task during early childhood is 
participation in peer play (Newman & Newman, 
 2009  ) . Through the process of learning rules and 
playing cooperatively with others, children begin 
to form meaningful friendships and mental repre-
sentations of ways of participating in groups. 
Entry into the formal school setting also brings 
new opportunities, new information, and new 
interactions with teachers and peers that can fos-
ter or inhibit the child’s maturation. 

 Moving into middle childhood (6–12 years), 
there is continued growth in intellectual capaci-
ties, mastery, competence, and steady physical 
development. During this time, children are learn-
ing the fundamental skills and values that are 
associated with their particular environment, 
which increasingly involves the school environ-
ment. As children become adolescents (12–18 years), 
academic expectations increase in complexity and 
responsibility; youths are expected to learn and to 
follow the rules and laws that govern conduct in 
adult society, and they begin to learn about respon-
sible dating and romantic social conduct in their 
community and culture. Adolescence is also a 
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period marked by increased exposure to environ-
ments outside of the family, and a large develop-
mental task is achieving a psychological sense 
of autonomy from one’s parents (Newman & 
Newman,  2009  ) . Many parents also consider it 
important for a child to contribute to the family or 
community through chores or good deeds, or at 
least not to destroy and to harm others or com-
munity property. 

 Acceptable performances in these tasks repre-
sent important milestones in the eyes of the stake-
holders for positive child development, including 
parents, teachers, other community members, and 
children themselves. Failing in these domains by 
not meeting expectations may have consequences 
for children’s current and future opportunities, 
peer reputation, social support, self-esteem, fam-
ily relationships, and, of particular relevance of 
this chapter, student engagement.  

   Linking Developmental Tasks 
and Engagement 

 By acknowledging the larger context of positive 
development, we can further our understanding 
of student engagement. For instance, a child or 
adolescent may be having problems behaviorally 
engaging in school-related activities if he/she 
lacks necessary motor or social skills to partici-
pate. Social skills may be obtained through par-
ticipation in peer play, a main developmental task 
in early childhood (as noted above) that contin-
ues to grow in middle childhood. During middle 
childhood, friendships become based on who 
plays together, likes the same activities, shares 
common interests, enjoys each other’s company, 
and counts on each other for help. In addition, 
children are introduced to the concept of group 
cooperation through organized activities and 
team play, which enhances their abilities to ana-
lyze and manage social relationships, such as 
group cooperation. These social skills can in turn 
infl uence a child’s likelihood to be engaged, and 
a child that is more engaged may increase his/her 
likelihood of successfully reaching a develop-
mental task related to friendship formation. 

 Likewise, a child’s or adolescent’s ability to 
become cognitively engaged may be restricted by 

the development of his/her prefrontal cortex and 
limbic system, which inform higher order reason-
ing capabilities. The opposite may be true as well, 
where cognitive development can be improved 
by being more engaged. It is not until adoles-
cence that youth begin to have greater self-refl ec-
tion, become more deliberate and focused, and 
are able to hypothesize and think about several 
strategies or outcomes for these hypotheses 
simultaneously rather than focusing on just one 
domain or issue at a time (Keating,  2004  ) . Thus, 
the ability to become cognitively engaged with 
school is greater during adolescence compared to 
both early and middle childhood. Increased cog-
nitive student engagement may not only show 
benefi ts for academic achievement, but also the 
continued maturation of cognitive and socioemo-
tional developmental tasks. 

 With regard to emotional engagement, defi cits 
in the development of the limbic system or social 
competencies can hinder a child’s or adolescent’s 
ability to have affective connections to other peo-
ple or contexts. As mentioned, peer play begins 
in early childhood, becomes more purposeful in 
middle childhood, and then continues to change 
in composition and importance during adoles-
cence. The continued growth and maturation of 
these behavioral, cognitive, and socioemotional 
competencies, paired with the accumulation of 
learning experiences in and out of the classroom, 
make it important to understand the links among 
the developmental tasks and student engagement 
across developmental periods. 

 Moreover, it is important to understand the 
multidimensionality of student engagement 
because research has shown that engagement 
helps to mediate the relationship between involve-
ment in school-related activities and healthy 
developmental outcomes (Bartko,  2005 ; Weiss, 
Little, & Blumenfeld,  2005  ) . Indeed, Blumenfeld 
and colleagues  (  2005  )  go so far as to claim that 
student engagement is necessary to prepare chil-
dren and adolescents for the transition into adult-
hood. Furthermore, supporting our argument for 
the codevelopment of developmental tasks and 
student engagement, research has found that 
different behavioral, cognitive, and emotional 
patterns and psychological states are linked to dif-
ferent developmental outcomes across individuals 
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such as mood, internalizing and externalizing 
behaviors, and motivation (Blumenfeld et al., 
 2005 ; Larson,  2000 ; Shernoff,  2010  ) . 

 With regard to motivation in particular, some 
scholars have emphasized that student motiva-
tion and engagement are separate constructs, 
while others have argued that motivation is a 
necessary but not a suffi cient condition for 
engagement (Blumenfeld, Kempler, & Krajcik, 
 2006  ) . Connell’s process model of motivation 
outlines the process through which motivation 
infl uences student engagement (Connell, 
Spencer, & Aber,  1994 ; Connell & Wellborn, 
 1991  ) . The model states that the perceived social 
context infl uences students’ perceived autonomy 
and relatedness. This perceived autonomy and 
relatedness then leads to student behavioral, 
cognitive, and emotional engagement. Similarly, 
Blumenfeld and colleagues  (  2006  )  stated that 
motivation is a precursor to cognitive engage-
ment and achievement. We assume that motiva-
tion is a precursor to all three types of engagement. 
Therefore, it is an implicit part of our defi nition 
of student engagement. 

 This suggests that in order to adequately 
capture the multidimensional construct of student 
engagement, it is necessary to observe the extent 
to which children and adolescents are involved 
with their schoolwork and extracurricular activi-
ties while also assessing whether one believes 
that the activities are relevant to their current 
and future goals. In addition, capacities for 
and expressions of student engagement will 
vary by developmental periods. In discussing 
the developmental-stage-specifi c forms of stu-
dent engagement during early childhood, middle 
childhood, and adolescence, we rely on the 
bioecological theory of human development 
and the person-environment fi t perspective. A 
description of both theories follows.  

   Theoretical Considerations 

 The bioecological theory of human development 
(Bronfenbrenner & Morris,  1998  )  and the person-
environment fi t perspective (Eccles,  2004 ; Gutman 
& Eccles,  2007  )  put forward a way to integrate 
the extant literature on child and adolescent 

development and student engagement. First, 
Bronfenbrenner’s bioecological theory asserts that 
development is a function of the interaction 
between the developing person and his/her envi-
ronments. Bronfenbrenner and Morris  (  1998  )  
defi ned those interactions as proximal processes 
and posited that they are the primary vehicle for 
development. Couched within those proximal pro-
cesses are two other considerations: the individual’s 
context and characteristics. An individual’s con-
text refl ects the idea that development is situated 
within a set of overlapping and multifaceted envi-
ronmental systems such as the home, school, 
neighborhood, and larger sociohistorical context 
that also interact to shape development. For chil-
dren and adolescents in particular, the family and 
the school environments are central developmen-
tal contexts and have been shown to be signifi -
cantly related to student engagement (Lohman, 
Kaura, & Newman,  2007 ; Roeser & Eccles,  1998 ; 
Steinberg, Bradford, & Dornbusch,  1996  ) . 

 Second, an individual’s characteristics can 
determine whether these proximal processes 
occur and how an individual experiences his/her 
contexts. For example, Finn  (  1989  )  discussed 
how race, socioeconomic status, school ability 
and performance, and autonomy (an important 
developmental task realized in adolescence) are 
often reasons given for a school dropout. In this 
way, the student’s demographic and academic 
characteristics infl uenced his/her experience of 
school and subsequent likelihood of dropping 
out. Likewise, and of particular interest in this 
chapter, certain developmental tasks may interact 
with the individual’s motivation for, or experi-
ences in, school-related activities to infl uence the 
development of student engagement. Child and 
adolescent characteristics may interact with the 
family and school contexts in determining stu-
dent engagement as well. Student engagement 
itself can also be seen as a personal characteristic 
that may contribute to the attainment of develop-
mental tasks. 

 Integrating concepts from the person-environ-
ment fi t perspective (Eccles, Midgefi eld, & 
Wigfi eld,  1993  ) , we highlight that one size does 
not fi t all in terms of the optimal organization of 
developmental tasks and ecologies that promote 
student engagement and vice versa. According to 
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person-environment fi t, processes and character-
istics within one context may be coupled with 
congruent or divergent processes and characteris-
tics in another to shape an individual’s develop-
ment (Catalano, Berglund, Ryan, Lonczak, & 
Hawkins,  2004 ; Eccles,  2004 ; Larson,  2000 ; 
Lerner, Brentano, Dowling, & Anderson,  2002 ; 
Lerner & Castellino,  2002  ) . With respect to stu-
dent engagement, this may mean synchrony 
across the values and practices espoused by fami-
lies and schools to encourage engagement. 
Indeed, while Bronfenbrenner originally sug-
gested that contextual levels overlap with each 
other and tend to be consistent within a society 
(Epstein,  1983 ; Miller,  2002  ) , researchers have 
noted that this is not always the case as contexts 
may also vary in their degree of embeddedness 
with one another and are sometimes even at odds 
with each other (Sternberg & Grigorenko,  2001  ) . 
Thus, a child’s or an adolescent’s developmental 
course may be dependent on whether contexts are 
in synchrony or in dissynchrony (Bronfenbrenner 
& Ceci,  1994 ; Mahoney & Bergman,  2002 ; 
Mahoney & Magnusson,  2001  ) . We argue that 
congruence or synchrony across environments 
may help foster student engagement, while 
 dissynchrony, incongruence or a mismatch in 
environments, may hinder student engagement 
(Goodenow,  1995 ; Lohman et al.,  2007  ) . 

 Researchers can explore this overlap by taking 
an ecological approach (i.e., including multiple 
ecological contexts) in inquiries regarding student 
engagement during the child and adolescent 
years. Indeed, a handful of studies have begun to 
address the individual, family, and contextual 
factors that are associated with participation and 
lack of participation in organized activities 
(Dearing et al.,  2009 ; Mahoney, Vandell, 
Simpkins, & Zarrett,  2009 ; Persson, Kerr, & 
Stattin,  2007  ) . However, most of the work has 
focused on demographic characteristics that are 
associated with activity participation (see 
Anderson, Funk, Elliot, & Smith,  2003 ; Bohnert, 
Fredricks, & Randall,  2010 ; Denault & Poulin, 
 2009 ; Fletcher, Elder, & Mekos,  2000 , for excep-
tions); therefore, it is not clear from the extant 
literature if the factors that are related to who ini-
tially participates are the same as the factors that 

are associated with ongoing activity involvement 
and different levels of participation across each 
of the activity dimensions (Eccles,  2005  ) . 

 To that end, we argue for a more comprehen-
sive and integrative developmental-contextual 
approach. There is a need for research that 
explores the individual and contextual factors 
that are predictive of student engagement and 
that examines whether these facets of engage-
ment are more or less important depending on the 
characteristics of the child/adolescent or the eco-
logical context in which they live. In considering 
the developmental correlates and manifestation 
of student engagement specifi cally, longitudinal 
studies that adjust for some of the individual, 
family, and neighborhood factors associated with 
these facets of engagement can help to disentan-
gle the extent to which fi ndings are a function of 
involvement in organized contexts and how much 
they refl ect self-selection effects (Larson,  2000  ) . 
From there, researchers, educators, and profes-
sionals can determine the optimal developmental 
correlates to, and of, student engagement.  

   The Developmental Context 
of Student Engagement 

 Guided by Bronfenbrenner’s bioecological theory 
of human development and a person-environment 
fi t framework, what follows is a discussion of stu-
dent engagement within the specifi c developmen-
tal periods that are tied to the specifi c developmental 
tasks, opportunities, and challenges of early child-
hood, middle childhood, and adolescence. 

   Early Childhood 

 Much of the context for student engagement 
research centers on early childhood education 
and intervention programs such as Head Start 
(Barnett,  1995  ) , of which Bronfenbrenner was an 
early proponent (Bronfenbrenner,  1975  ) . The 
emphasis is on providing effective learning 
opportunities to develop the building blocks for 
cognitive and linguistic development, literacy, 
and social competencies (Bierman et al.,  2008 ; 
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McWilliam & Casey,  2008 ; Ramey & Ramey, 
 2004  ) , which parallel the important developmental 
tasks of this period. To that end, the early child-
hood engagement literature is more concerned 
with the developmental markers associated with 
a child’s school readiness potential rather than 
student engagement itself (Blair,  2002 ; Hair, 
Halle, & Terry-Human,  2006 ; Kagan,  1990 ; 
McCormick et al.,  2006 ; Ramey & Ramey,  2004  ) . 
Ramey and Ramey, however, argued that a child’s 
school readiness in early childhood can infl uence 
his/her future student engagement. 

 Indeed, research has found that participation 
in early childhood education programs such as 
Head Start promotes cognitive, behavioral, and 
socioemotional competencies that infl uence later 
well-being and academic achievement (Barnett, 
 1995 ; Fantuzzo & McWayne,  2002 ; Hair et al., 
 2006 ; Luo, Hughes, Liew, & Kwok,  2009 ; 
McCormick et al.,  2006  ) . The success of early 
childhood programs comes from structured 
curricula that emphasize strategic learning inter-
actions, positive teacher-student relationships, 
and brain development, with the overall objective 
of promoting school readiness (Barnett,  1995 ; 
Bierman et al.,  2008 ; Currie,  2001 ; Ramey & 
Ramey,  2004  ) . The early childhood education 
literature defi nes school readiness as the acquisi-
tion of basic behavioral, cognitive, and socioe-
motional skills needed to meet school demands 
in reading, writing, and math (Kagan,  1990 ; 
Ramey & Ramey,  2004  ) . In this way, the main 
developmental tasks of early childhood are 
framed within the school context. For example, 
school readiness is generally measured via the 
child’s behaviors in the classroom, which focuses 
the discussion of student engagement on the abil-
ity to follow classroom rules, perform tasks, or 
engage in cooperative participation with class-
mates (Bierman et al.,  2008 ; Luo et al.,  2009 ; 
McWilliam & Bailey,  1992 ; McWilliam & Casey, 
 2008  ) , which refl ect the developmental tasks of 
moral development and peer play. A further dis-
cussion of how the developmental tasks of early 
childhood map onto concepts of student engage-
ment follows; additional early childhood educa-
tion literature not specifi c to engagement will be 
used to supplement the discussion. 

   Behavioral Engagement 
 The behavioral component of engagement 
has been an area of emphasis in the early child-
hood literature (Coolahan, Fantuzzo, Mendez, 
& McDermott,  2000 ; Fantuzzo & McWayne, 
 2002 ; McWilliam & Bailey,  1992 ; McWilliam 
& Casey,  2008  )  given that children’s behav-
ioral problems in the classroom are often cited 
as a risk factor for poor school readiness and 
long-term academic performance (Coolahan 
et al.,  2000 ; Fantuzzo & McWayne,  2002 ; 
Kuperschmidt, Bryant, & Willoughby,  2000 ; 
Raver,  2002  ) . This further demonstrates the 
bioecological idea of how a child’s characteris-
tics can infl uence his/her interaction with the 
environment, in this case, the classroom. Thus, 
care should be taken to provide children with 
the space and resources needed to maintain a 
level of focused attention and constructive 
behaviors (McWilliam & Casey,  2008 ). Staying 
on task and the ability to follow rules and direc-
tions in the classroom become ways to defi ne 
positive student engagement in early childhood 
(Bierman et al.,  2008 ; Liew, McTigue, Barrois, 
& Hughes,  2008 ; Luo et al.,  2009  ) . Moreover, 
the extent to which a child has a self-theory, a 
developmental task of early childhood, may 
infl uence the degree to which a child can fol-
low rules and directions in the classroom 
(Wigfi eld & Karpathian,  1991  ) . 

 Another behavioral component to student 
engagement in early childhood, and a develop-
mental task, is peer play as noted above 
(Coolahan et al.,  2000 ; Fantuzzo & McWayne, 
 2002  ) . Peer play captures the child’s interac-
tion with his/her peer group and carrying 
out shared activities (Fantuzzo & McWayne, 
 2002 ). Research has shown that peer play can 
be an antecedent to long-term school success 
(Coolahan et al.,  2000 ; Fantuzzo & McWayne, 
 2002  )  as well as self-regulation (Bierman et al., 
 2008  ) . Specifi cally, interactive play is associ-
ated with active engagement in classroom 
learning activities, prosocial classroom behav-
ior such as helping and sharing, a motivation to 
learn, task persistence, and autonomy (Bierman 
et al.,  2008 ; Coolahan et al.,  2000 ; Fantuzzo & 
McWayne,  2002  ) .  
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   Cognitive Engagement 
 A child’s ability to follow rules and instructions 
and otherwise be behaviorally engaged can be 
infl uenced by, and also infl uence, the child’s cog-
nitive development. The research on early child-
hood cognitive development fi nds that children at 
this stage begin to transition from externally to 
internally regulated actions (Kochanska, Coy, & 
Murray,  2001 ; Kochanska & Knaack,  2003  ) . This 
is defi ned as self-regulation and effortful control 
whereby the child learns how to control and 
inhibit his/her own emotions and behaviors (Liew 
et al.,  2008 ; Kochanska & Knaack,  2003 ; 
Kochanska et al.,  2001  ) , and may also refl ect the 
child’s acquisition of a personal self-theory, 
which, as previously described, is an important 
developmental task in early childhood. The extent 
to which a child has an internal sense of control 
and can self-regulate his/her behaviors has been 
shown to infl uence that child’s engagement in a 
learning environment, specifi cally the child’s 
ability to participate in classroom activities, con-
trol attention, and stay on task (Bierman et al., 
 2008  ) . Again, student engagement in school dur-
ing early childhood is often measured by the 
child’s classroom behaviors and is a function of 
his/her interaction with the school context.  

   Emotional Engagement 
 A child’s emotional engagement has implica-
tions for school readiness and academic achieve-
ment (Bierman et al.,  2008 ; Liew et al.,  2008 ; 
Raver,  2002  ) . Particularly in early childhood, 
children are beginning to interact with persons 
other than their parents such as peers and teach-
ers. Having positive interactions with multiple 
people, such as parents and other caring indi-
viduals, can help promote learning and build a 
warm and responsive social context (Ramey & 
Ramey,  2004  ) . These interactions in turn can 
encourage a sense of belonging and liking in 
school and the development of social-emotional 
competencies, which has been shown to decrease 
off-task and aggressive behavior and increase 
prosocial classroom and task engagement 
(Bierman et al.,  2008 ; Raver,  2002  ) . Teachers 
especially can help nurture interest in school 
and learning activities (Bierman et al.,  2008 ). 

Likewise, the added infl uence of interacting with 
nonfamilial adults can contribute to the child’s 
emotional maturation more generally and shows 
the importance for synchrony across contexts, or 
person-environment fi t. In other words, the mul-
tiple opportunities for positive interactions can 
have multiplicative effects for encouraging the 
child’s engagement.  

   Future Research 
 Research in early childhood education demon-
strates that participating in early childhood pro-
grams can improve a child’s school readiness, 
which has important implications for a child’s 
future academic success by providing another 
context that encourages positive development. 
Indeed, the results from research show children 
who participate in early childhood programs 
make gains in vocabulary and math, behavioral, 
and social skills (Barnett,  1995 ; Bierman et al., 
 2008  ) . Beyond those fi ndings, early childhood 
education research has yet to investigate the 
 relationship between school readiness and stu-
dent engagement specifi cally (Blair,  2002  ) . For 
instance, research is needed to examine how stu-
dent engagement might vary by school readiness 
levels, which in turn may be infl uenced by 
whether the child possesses certain developmen-
tal tasks and the contextual factors associated 
with engagement. Thus, early childhood research-
ers should work to integrate the research in early 
childhood education and other developmental 
research into a cohesive framework that captures 
all three components of student engagement. 
Moreover, engagement research in the early 
childhood literature should expand its scope to 
include nonschool/learning environments in 
understanding the developmental precursors to 
student engagement in early childhood educa-
tion. As the theoretical considerations we pro-
pose suggest, it is important to take an ecological 
approach to the study of developmental out-
comes, student engagement included. Currently, 
most of the literature has focused specifi cally on 
the preschool, kindergarten, and special educa-
tion environments (e.g., Mahoney & Wheeden, 
 1999 ; Malmskog & McDonnell,  1999 ; McWilliam 
& Casey,  2008  ) .   
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   Middle Childhood 

 During this time, children continue to transition 
into more formal schooling and learning environ-
ments, and there is a concurrent increase in the lit-
erature on student engagement, especially as it 
pertains to academic achievement and school 
adjustment (Ripke, Huston, & Casey,  2006 ; 
Simpkins, Fredricks, Davis-Kean, & Eccles,  2006 ; 
Skinner, Furrer, Marchand, & Kinderman,  2008  ) . 
The increase in literature, however, is limited to 
research within the school context. Indeed, during 
middle childhood, the classroom becomes the most 
salient learning environment, with additional learn-
ing experiences provided through after-school 
activities. The accumulation of these experiences 
is said to contribute to the development of student 
engagement in middle childhood (Ripke et al., 
 2006 ; Rose-Krasnor,  2009 ; Simpkins et al.,  2006  ) . 

 As with development in general (according to 
the bioecological theory), engagement in middle 
childhood has been defi ned as a function of 
individual student characteristics and learning 
experiences (Marks,  2000  ) , and sustained inter-
actions between the student and activity context 
(Appleton et al.,  2008 ; Rose-Krasnor,  2009  ) .    

 Moreover, student engagement during middle 
childhood increases in importance as the role of 
parents and teachers in promoting classroom and 
participation in extracurricular activities begins 
to wane (Ripke et al.,  2006 ; Simpkins et al.,  2006 ; 
Skinner et al.,  2008  ) . Engagement is also at its 
peak during middle childhood while children are 
in elementary school (Marks,  2000 ), perhaps 
 paralleling the development of children’s abili-
ties to manage group cooperation (i.e., team 
play). In this way, learning to manage group work 
may foster engagement, and being engaged may 
facilitate team play. In addition, research on 
engagement in middle childhood begins to dif-
ferentiate between behavioral, cognitive, and 
emotional engagement. The defi nitions and infl u-
ences of these three types of engagement are dis-
cussed in further detail in the following sections. 

   Behavioral Engagement 
 Results taken from teacher’s reports of students’ 
behaviors show that behaviorally engaged students 

are characterized as being attentive in class, 
responsive to rules and instructions, and initiate 
action (Finn,  1989 ; Luo et al.,  2009  ) . Indeed, the 
classroom becomes an important learning envi-
ronment for youth in middle childhood, and the 
extent to which children actively participate and 
are involved in classroom tasks and activities has 
been argued as a prerequisite for achievement 
and engagement (Finn, Folger, & Cox,  1991 ; 
Ladd, Birch, & Buhs,  1999 ; Skinner et al.,  2008  ) . 
This demonstrates the bioecological argument 
that active interactions with a person’s environ-
ment drive development. Moreover, the contin-
ued maturation of developmental tasks during 
middle childhood may facilitate or hinder engage-
ment; developmental tasks may facilitate the 
development of student engagement if the child 
has successfully reached the task, whereas diffi -
culties in coping with new developmental tasks can 
hinder the development of engagement. As the 
main propositions of the person-environment fi t 
perspective suggest, the extent to which the child’s 
contexts fi t his/her developmental needs can also 
contribute to the expression of engagement. 

 Beyond the classroom environment, after-
school activities offer another context and oppor-
tunity for students to become engaged 
behaviorally (Simpkins et al.,  2006 ; Vandell, 
Pierce, & Dadisman,  2005  ) . Behavioral engage-
ment in after-school activities is defi ned as the 
child’s attendance and involvement in the activi-
ties (Morris & Kalil,  2006 ; Rose-Krasnor,  2009 ; 
Vandell et al.,  2005  ) . Middle childhood is often 
when children begin to become involved in 
activities outside of school; participating in 
activities such as sports, and arts and music les-
sons has been shown to promote psychosocial 
and academic outcomes for children (Dumais, 
 2006 ; Ripke et al.,  2006  ) . Research has also 
shown that positive experiences outside of the 
classroom can supplement and benefi t the child’s 
engagement in the classroom (Luo et al.,  2009 ; 
Rose-Krasnor,  2009  ) . Hence, synchrony among 
school-related activities can positively infl uence 
the development of student engagement. 
Moreover, the literature suggests that a child’s 
behavioral engagement is a precursor to skill 
development, positive social interactions, and 
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emotional engagement (Morris & Kalil,  2006 ; 
Rose-Krasnor,  2009  ) .  

   Cognitive Engagement 
 While behavioral engagement refl ects a child’s 
attendance and participation with an activity, cog-
nitive engagement captures the child’s knowledge 
and beliefs about the activity and self (Appleton 
et al.,  2008 ; Ripke et al.,  2006 ; Rose-Krasnor, 
 2009 ; Simpkins et al.,  2006  ) . The key develop-
mental tasks in middle childhood include the 
development of concrete operational reasoning, 
skill learning, and self-evaluation (Newman & 
Newman,  2009  ) ; thus, children continue to develop 
their self-regulatory skills that encourage self-per-
ceptions of competence and intrinsic motivation 
(Appleton et al.,  2008 ; Ripke et al.,  2006 ; Simpkins 
et al.,  2006 ; Skinner et al.,  2008  ) . Having positive 
self-perceptions and self-effi cacy beliefs has been 
linked to academic achievement as well as future 
activity participation (Appleton et al.,  2008 ; 
Simpkins et al.,  2006  ) . In middle childhood, stu-
dents with high cognitive engagement are char-
acterized as having high self-effi cacy beliefs 
and being mastery oriented (Luo et al.,  2009  ) . 
Subsequently, children demonstrating high cogni-
tive engagement are more likely to sustain their 
engagement in school and activities over time 
(Ripke et al.,  2006 ; Rose-Krasnor,  2009  ) . In this 
way, cognitive engagement is an individual char-
acteristic that facilitates interactions within the 
school context and that encourages engagement. 

 The child’s engagement in activities also 
becomes more self-directed compared to early 
childhood; as children develop a greater sense of 
self-effi cacy, the role of parents’ and teachers’ 
demands on classroom and activity engagement 
wane (Hughes, Luo, Kwok, & Loyd,  2008 ; Skinner 
et al.,  2008  ) . In other words, while parents and 
teachers may still introduce children to activities 
and promote activity participation, children can 
begin to develop their own beliefs and interests 
toward the activity, which drives their future 
engagement (Ripke et al.,  2006  ) .  

   Emotional Engagement 
 A child’s emotional engagement is represented 
by the extent to which the child feels a sense of 

belonging to his/her school, values learning and 
shows excitement toward classroom and after-
school activities (Finn,  1989 ; Luo et al.,  2009 ; 
Rose-Krasnor,  2009  ) . During middle childhood, the 
student-teacher relationship and the child’s rela-
tionship with friends contribute to the child’s 
social skill development, which demonstrate how 
the accumulation of positive interactions across 
multiple people and contexts can reinforce both 
positive development and student engagement. 
Indeed, Ladd et al.  (  1999  )  found that stressful 
teacher and peer relationships negatively infl u-
enced classroom engagement, which was defi ned 
by participation in classroom activities and aca-
demic achievement. A warm and supportive stu-
dent-teacher relationship has been shown to 
facilitate gains in achievement (Birch & Ladd, 
 1997 ; Hughes et al.,  2008 ; Skinner et al.,  2008  )  
with elementary school students reporting greater 
classroom support than in middle and high school 
(Marks,  2000  ) . Peer validation has been shown 
to improve school living and engagement, with 
engagement defi ned as classroom involvement 
and behaviors (Ladd et al.,  1999 ).  

   Future Research 
 Extant research has identifi ed middle childhood 
as the prime developmental period to cultivate 
student engagement given that children become 
increasingly involved in relationships outside of 
the home and move into formal schooling. As 
such, the literature’s focus on the school context 
is justifi able because it is through these increased 
school experiences that children gain opportuni-
ties to develop their academic engagement. 
However, we cannot neglect the potential infl u-
ence that other contexts, such as the home and 
neighborhood, still have on a child’s develop-
ment and student engagement. Indeed, related 
research on adolescents has shown that having 
positive bonds with one’s parents, peers, and 
teachers lays the foundation for supportive learning 
environments, which in turn increase academic 
achievement and social skill development (Eccles, 
 2004 ; Libbey,  2004  ) . Thus, to expand our under-
standing of the multidimensionality of student 
engagement, similar research on the implications 
of person-environment fi t on engagement during 
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the middle childhood and elementary school 
years is needed; longitudinal research on early 
and middle childhood can enhance the discussion 
on student engagement, especially when consid-
ering student engagement within a developmen-
tal and ecological context.   

   Adolescence 

 Given that engagement research started off as a 
model for understanding dropout (Finn,  1989  ) , 
there are a multitude of studies that cover the 
adolescent years—the time when youth have the 
opportunity to dropout. Moreover, Eccles et al. 
 (  1993  )  showed a decline in student engagement 
during the transition to junior high school. They 
documented that these changes in engagement 
are a function of poor person-environment fi t 
through decreased opportunities for autonomy and 
relatedness at critical point in development when 
both aspects are important in explaining healthy 
developmental outcomes (Eccles et al.,  1993 ). 
After this period of early adolescence, Janosz, 
Archambault, Morizot, and Pagani  (  2008  )  found 
that student engagement tends to be stable for 
many over the course of adolescence and that 
many display moderate to high levels of behav-
ioral, cognitive, and emotional engagement, albeit 
lower than in the middle schooling years. 

 Developmentally, during adolescence, indi-
viduals experience rapid physical maturation as 
well as rapid development of cognitive skills. 
Youth begin to have greater self-refl ection, 
become more deliberate and focused, and are 
able to hypothesize and think about several strat-
egies or outcomes for these hypotheses simulta-
neously rather than focusing on just one domain 
or issue at a time (Keating,  2004  ) . Thus, the abil-
ity to become cognitively engaged with school is 
greater during adolescence compared to both 
early and middle childhood. Peers also become 
even more salient compared to prior develop-
mental periods, and Ryan  (  2001  )  demonstrated 
that peers signifi cantly predicted changes in aca-
demic performance over time. Experiences with 
peers coupled with the family, classroom, and 
school context are important determinants of 

student engagement during adolescence (Libbey, 
 2004 ; Mullis, Rathge & Mullis,  2003  ) . Overall, 
compared to the literature on student engagement 
in early and middle childhood, research on stu-
dent engagement during adolescence has clearly 
delineated between behavioral, cognitive, and 
emotional engagement. 

   Behavioral Engagement 
 For adolescents, behavioral engagement is con-
sistently defi ned as time on task, study behaviors, 
school and class attendance, and participation in 
class discussions. Often, teacher reports of stu-
dent behaviors are used to gauge behavioral 
engagement. In addition, offi cial school atten-
dance records and adolescent self-reports are also 
widely used in the literature. Most of the research 
on adolescent behavioral engagement has focused 
on student truancy and dropout, which Blumenfeld 
et al.  (  2005  )  argued refl ects the disengaged stu-
dent. Many disengaged students are dissatisfi ed 
with school, are disruptive in the classroom, have 
parents that are more controlling, and have more 
family confl ict (Corville-Smith, Ryan, Adams, & 
Dalicandro,  1998  ) . With regard to the family’s 
infl uence, Leone and Richards  (  1989  )  found that 
adolescents who completed their homework with 
their parents had higher achievement scores. 
Shumow and Miller  (  2001  )  also found that paren-
tal assistance with homework was positively 
associated with measures of school engagement. 
Beyond the family, peers, teachers, and extracur-
ricular activities can infl uence the development 
of student engagement during adolescence. As 
described in the developmental section, two key 
developmental tasks during adolescence is the 
increasing salience and infl uence of platonic and 
romantic peer relationships. For instance, several 
studies suggest that peers are particularly infl uen-
tial on adolescents’ day-to-day school activities 
such as doing homework and the effort put forth 
during class (Midgely & Urdan,  1995 ; Steinberg 
et al.,  1996  ) . Klem and Connell  (  2004  )  found that 
middle-school student attendance was higher 
when their teachers created caring, well-struc-
tured classroom environments. Extracurricular 
and after-school activities provide another way 
for adolescents to be behaviorally engaged with 
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the school context outside of the classroom envi-
ronment (Feldman & Matjasko,  2005  ) . This fur-
ther serves to illustrate the importance of 
recognizing how individual interactions and char-
acteristics within one context (e.g., school, after-
school) may be coupled with congruent or 
divergent processes in another (e.g., home) to 
drive an individual toward engagement.  

   Cognitive Engagement 
 Cognitive engagement is defi ned as attention to 
task, task mastery, and preference for challenging 
tasks. During adolescence, youth have developed 
the self-regulatory skills necessary for the self-
perceptions of competence and intrinsic motiva-
tion, and abstract thinking. Furthermore, as 
students move from elementary to middle school, 
their desire for easy work increases. However, 
the standards-based educational context in the 
USA tends to foster extrinsic motivation, which 
can create dissonance between the adolescent’s 
developmental characteristics and the learning 
environments in which they participate. Indeed, 
as students progress from elementary through 
high school, their self-worth increasingly depends 
more on their ability to achieve competitively 
(Harari & Covington,  1981  ) . Extrinsic rewards 
for learning, such as good grades and perfor-
mance on standardized tests, are symbols of suc-
cess that maintain one’s self-worth. The increased 
emphasis on competition and evaluation of stu-
dent performance from elementary through high 
school (Gottfried, Fleming, & Gottfried,  2001  )  
may, in part, contribute to the documented decline 
in students’ intrinsic motivation from elementary 
through middle school (Lepper, Corpus, & 
Iyengar,  2005  )  and preference for challenge, 
curiosity, interest, and mastery from elementary 
school to high school (Harter & Jackson,  1992  ) . 

 Despite this decline in intrinsic motivation 
over the course of childhood and adolescence, 
certain contextual conditions are related to higher 
levels of intrinsic motivation. Gottfried, Fleming, 
and Gottfried  (  1998  )  found that a cognitively 
stimulating home environment (e.g., access to 
hobbies, books, trips to museums) was signifi -
cantly related to academic intrinsic motivation 
over the course of childhood and adolescence. 

Steinberg, Lamborn, Dornbusch, and Darling 
 (  1992  )  found a positive relationship between 
authoritative parenting and cognitive engage-
ment. Ryan and Patrick  (  2001  )  found that stu-
dents’ perceptions of teacher support were a 
signifi cant predictor of cognitive engagement 
during middle school. Ryan and Patrick  (  2001  )  
found that peer group characteristics were sig-
nifi cantly related to achievement orientation (i.e., 
intrinsic motivation) and that peers signifi cantly 
predicted decreases in achievement orientation 
over time. However, Goodenow and Grady  (  1993  )  
found that peer academic values were less impor-
tant than feelings of school belonging in explain-
ing adolescent academic motivation. In an 
experimental study conducted on a sample of col-
lege students, Patrick, Tisley, and Kempler  (  2000  )  
found that teacher enthusiasm was related to 
higher intrinsic motivation scores. Thus, echoing 
the theoretical considerations we described, stu-
dents’ cognitive engagement is situated within a 
set of overlapping environmental systems that 
interact to shape development.  

   Emotional Engagement 
 Emotions such as fear, anxiety, boredom, or 
enthusiasm about a school-related task have 
been considered in investigations of emotional 
engagement in academic tasks. Along with 
behavioral and cognitive engagement, emotional 
engagement also tends to decrease upon the tran-
sition to adolescence (Eccles et al.,  1993  ) . 
Caraway, Tucker, Reinke, and Hall  (  2003  )  inves-
tigated the relationship between fear of failure 
and academic engagement. They found that fear 
of failure signifi cantly predicted a decrease in 
GPA. In addition, test anxiety was negatively 
related to grades, but it was not signifi cantly 
related to student engagement or attendance. 
McNeely, Nonnemaker, and Blum  (  2002  )  found 
that adolescents who report higher levels of 
school connectedness had higher grades and 
were less likely to skip school. Furthermore, cer-
tain schools were more likely to have students 
who reported higher levels of school connected-
ness. Smaller schools and those with less harsh 
disciplinary policies tended to have students 
who reported feeling connected to their schools. 
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In a study using experiential sampling methods, 
Shernoff  (  2010  )  investigated whether the qual-
ity of experience in after-school programs 
mediated the relationship between program par-
ticipation and academic achievement. He found 
that feelings of challenge and importance while 
participating in after-school programs were 
positively related to academic achievement 
(Shernoff  2010 ). 

 Knollmann and Wild  (  2007  )  explored whether 
the relationship between parental support for 
autonomy and emotional engagement with 
homework varied by adolescent cognitive 
engagement (i.e., intrinsic vs. extrinsic motiva-
tion). Even though autonomy is a key develop-
mental task of adolescence, Knollmann and Wild 
found that extrinsically motivated students 
reported more negative affect under autonomy-
supportive conditions while the opposite was 
true for intrinsically motivated adolescents. This 
suggests that cognitive engagement moderates 
the infl uence of family factors on emotional 
engagement. In this, we once again see the inter-
play between the individual’s developmental 
characteristics and the manifestation of student 
engagement.  

   Future Research 
 While a large amount of research on student 
engagement during adolescence exists, there are 
some notable gaps. First, longitudinal work is 
needed that links all three aspects of student 
engagement during adolescence with early and 
middle childhood measures of engagement. 
Making such links will allow us to understand 
the important precursors of adolescent student 
engagement and the potential reciprocal pro-
cesses that exist between developmental tasks 
and student engagement. Furthermore, research 
on the specifi c forms of behavioral engagement 
is needed. We know relatively little about time 
on task, disruptive classroom behavior, and par-
ticipation in classroom discussions during ado-
lescence. In addition, studies that use experiential 
sampling methodology will continue to docu-
ment the links between behaviors, cognitions, 
and emotions around school-related tasks during 
adolescence.    

   Conclusion 

 At the onset of this chapter, we offered two main 
guiding questions, essentially how developmen-
tal tasks infl uence student engagement and vice 
versa. These two questions capture the idea that 
human development and the development of stu-
dent engagement can and most likely occur in 
tandem. All things considered, there are potential 
connections between research on child and ado-
lescent development and the development of stu-
dent engagement. The connections, however, are 
not always transparent, and thus this chapter 
aimed to present one interpretation of the two 
streams of theory and research. 

 As discussed in this chapter, theoretically, a 
combination of the bioecological theory of human 
development (Bronfenbrenner & Morris,  1998  ) , 
person-environment fi t perspective (Eccles et al., 
 1993  ) , and the participation-identifi cation model 
(Finn,  1989 ; Reschly,  2010  )  can create a more 
comprehensive picture of student engagement, 
its correlates, and its consequences. Where the 
participation-identifi cation model excels in out-
lining the development of student engagement, it 
does not map out how student engagement itself 
occurs within a larger developmental sequence. 
The student engagement literature does point out 
that engagement changes as students progress 
through school (Finn,  1989 ) because of changing 
oppor tunities for engagement due to changing 
contexts. Furthermore, it is important to include a 
discussion of developmental tasks because chil-
dren and adolescent may face challenges in suc-
cessfully reaching those tasks, which may cause 
some youth to be ill-equipped to reach their full 
potential for student engagement. The opposite 
may be true as well, where changes and chal-
lenges in student engagement infl uence success-
ful developmental transitions. 

 The emphasis on the proximal processes, con-
texts, and individual characteristics that contrib-
ute to human development in the bioecological 
theory and person-environment fi t perspective 
further help to enhance our understanding of the 
developmental context of student engagement. 
First, the bioecological theory recognizes that 
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development is shaped by interactions between 
people, their characteristics, and their contexts 
(Bronfenbrenner & Morris,  1998  ) . Applying this 
to the student engagement research discussed in 
this chapter, we see that the manifestation of 
behavioral, cognitive, and emotional engagement 
at the different developmental periods is often a 
result of the individual’s own capacities and his/
her participation in the family, and especially, 
school contexts. As Finn  (  1989  )  mentioned as 
well, the contexts are themselves important as 
they provide the opportunities for children and 
adolescents to be engaged. More generally, the 
contexts provide the social and structural 
resources that can mold healthy development. 
Additionally, it is important to have congruence 
bet ween the person and their contexts. As 
espoused by the person-environment fi t perspec-
tive (Eccles et al.,  1993  ) , having synchrony across 
healthy environments fosters healthy develop-
ment and in the same vein can facilitate the devel-
opment of student engagement. As discussed in 
this chapter, behavioral, cognitive, and emotional 
engagement are conceptually and methodologi-
cally distinct at each developmental period. These 
differences may be a result of the maturation of 
developmental tasks and the changing contextual 
landscape for the children and adolescents. Taken 
together, student engagement is a nuanced devel-
opmental outcome. 

   Future Research 

 To further understand the differences in student 
engagement across developmental periods, devel-
opmental and engagement research should focus 
on growing the empirical evidence for the ecolo-
gies and interplay of developmental tasks and the 
development of student engagement. Indeed, as 
discussed in this chapter, the research on student 
engagement in early and middle childhood is 
especially lacking, and a majority of the research 
on student engagement has focused on just the 
school context. While the school context does 
become increasingly salient in the lives of chil-
dren and adolescents, it is necessary to understand 

the developmental processes that occur across 
multiple contexts such as the school, home, and 
neighborhood to not only encourage healthy 
human development, but the development of stu-
dent engagement as well. According to bioeco-
logical theory, it is important to account for 
multiple contexts in understanding student 
engagement. Additional research is needed on the 
family context and how parents support or detract 
from the development of student engagement. 
Furthermore, the person-environment fi t perspec-
tive calls attention to whether specifi c contexts fi t 
with the developmental needs of children and 
adolescents, whether these contexts are in syn-
chrony with each other, and the changing nature 
and consequences of contextual synchrony/
dissynchrony across early childhood, middle 
childhood, and adolescence. Methodologically, 
we recommend further development of observa-
tional (Pittman, Merita, Tolman, Yohalem, & 
Ferber,  2003  )  and survey measures (Bohnert 
et al.,  2010 ; Lippman & Rivers,  2008  )  of individ-
ual-level behavioral, emotional, and cognitive 
student engagement, and that these measures be 
integrated into the multifaceted and longitudinal 
studies of student educational attainment and stu-
dent activity involvement.  

   Application and Policy Implications 

 There is growing recognition among educators 
and policymakers that student engagement inside 
and outside (i.e., civic engagement; not discussed 
in this chapter) of school settings is important for 
the positive growth and development of America’s 
young children. In addition, a new report fi nds 
that student engagement may be particularly 
important for older adolescents who are prepar-
ing for the roles of adult life (Deschenes et al., 
 2010  ) ; yet the extant literature on the develop-
mental precursors of student engagement or how 
student engagement may manifest across devel-
opmental periods is limited, resulting in poten-
tially discontinuous developmental transitions 
into adult roles (Sherrod & Lauckhard,  2009  ) . 
Again, there is an important interplay between 
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the development of engagement and human 
development more generally that needs to be 
recognized. 

 To facilitate the many transitions children and 
adolescents face, family, school, and community 
initiatives that promote student engagement may 
be crucial for the growth and development of stu-
dent engagement. Moreover, we argue for the 
potential importance of creating integrative mul-
ticontextual partnerships that enhance student 
engagement across developmental periods. 
Indeed, the bioecological theory and person-
environment fi t perspective paired with the devel-
opmental and engagement research reviewed in 
this chapter suggest that what might be the most 
optimal for successful student engagement and 
human development is consistency through the 
developmental periods in providing adequate 
resources to address the developmental and edu-
cational challenges in childhood and adolescence. 
As we began this chapter saying, the development 
of student engagement must be understood within 
the context of the individual’s developmental 
history. The two are not separate outcomes, 
rather they complement each other; both involve 
a sequence of events, and by recognizing that 
these sequences occur simultaneously, educators, 
researchers, policy makers, and other profession-
als can build environments that promote positive 
development in multiple domains.       
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  Abstract 

 The underachievement of African American, Latino, and American 
Indian students in the United States has been partially attributed to poor 
engagement in school (e.g., Connell, Spencer & Aber,  1994 ; Steele, 
 1997 ). In this chapter, we consider the role of ethnicity in student engage-
ment. A number of factors have been posited to infl uence minority stu-
dents’ engagement in school. Okagaki  (  2001  )  conceptualized these 
factors into three broad domains: the roles of the student, the family, and 
the school. We begin with a discussion of factors within the student, 
such as students’ ethnic identity beliefs, experiences with discrimina-
tion, and bicultural effi cacy, and the relations of these factors to stu-
dents’ engagement in school. In the second section, we examine the role 
that parents’ beliefs, expectations, and behaviors play in ethnic minority 
students’ engagement in school, paying particular attention to beliefs 
and values that can be attributed to parents’ cultural models of education 
(Gallimore & Goldenberg,  2001 ; Lareau,  1996 ). Third, we consider how 
factors associated with teachers, peers, and friends relate to ethnic 
minority students’ engagement in school. In particular, we focus on stu-
dents’ access to same ethnic teachers and peers, the quality of relation-
ships with teachers and friends, and pedagogical practices that may 
facilitate ethnic minority students’ engagement in school. Finally, we 
identify the need for stronger empirical research around the identifi ca-
tion and amelioration of the discontinuities between home and school 
cultures.    
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   In a reading class I observed, the teacher said, 
“We are studying tall tales. This is something that 
cannot be true. Like Pecos Bill. They said he lived 
with the coyotes. You see, it can’t be true.” Two 
Navajo students look at each other and in unison 
said, “But us Navajo, we live on the reservation 
with the coyotes.” The teacher replied, “Well, 
I don’t know anything about that. Let’s talk about 
parables now.” (Deyhle,  1995  )    

 What does engagement mean for a Navajo 
student who lives his life traversing two very dif-
ferent worlds—home and school—each day? In 
this chapter, we consider the role of ethnicity in 
student engagement. We begin with some cave-
ats. First, in the literature on student engagement, 
researchers have defi ned engagement in multiple 
ways and have often used measures that combine 
different aspects of engagement or include items 
representing constructs other than engagement 
(Fredricks, Blumenfeld, & Paris,  2004 ; Libbey, 
 2004  ) . Within the last decade, however, research-
ers have focused considerable efforts to refi ne 
the construct distinguishing among types of 
engagement (e.g., emotional, behavioral, cogni-
tive) and move the fi eld toward alignment of 
measurement with type of engagement (e.g., 
Appleton, Christenson, & Furlong,  2008 ; 
Fredricks et al.,  2004 ; Glanville & Wildhagen, 
 2007 ; Libbey,  2004  ) . 

 For this chapter, we draw primarily from 
Fredericks and colleagues’  (  2004  )  defi nition of 
engagement and consider the emotional, behav-
ioral, and cognitive aspects as separate, but over-
lapping, constructs. We consider emotional 
engagement to include students’ attitudes toward 
and feelings about school and schoolwork and 
their relationships with teachers and students. In 
contrast, behavioral engagement has been broadly 
defi ned as including activities and behaviors that 
suggest compliance with school norms, involve-
ment in extracurricular activities at school (e.g., 
music, sports, student council), and participation 
in class (e.g., asking questions, being attentive, 
contributing to class discussions, staying on task). 
Finally, cognitive engagement encompasses 
intrinsic motivation for learning and metacogni-
tive strategy use (e.g., planning, monitoring). 
Utilizing this framework, we situate student moti-
vational processes as an overlapping construct 

within the dimension of emotional and cognitive 
engagement. As Skinner and colleagues articulate 
(Skinner, Kindermann, & Furrer,  2009 ; Skinner, 
Marchand, Furrer, & Kindermann,  2008  ) , the 
relation between student engagement and motiva-
tion is cyclical and heavily infl uenced by contex-
tual variables outside the learner. Given the 
relatively complex social worlds that many ethnic 
minority children and youth navigate, considering 
both engagement and motivational factors may be 
important to ensuring their academic success. 

 Second, researchers have defi ned ethnicity 
in different ways (e.g., Harwood, Handwerker, 
Schoelmerich, & Leyendecker,  2001 ; Phinney, 
 1996  )  and identifi ed ethnic groups in various ways. 
For example, researchers sometimes report on 
Hispanic or Latino Americans as one ethnic group. 
However, this broad category masks the variation 
in cultural heritage within the group, which 
includes individuals who may identify themselves 
as being, for example, Mexican, Puerto Rican, 
Cuban, Dominican, Guatemalan, or Ecuadorian. 
The histories, customs, economies, and political 
contexts of each of the countries of origin contrib-
ute to the heterogeneity of the Hispanic popula-
tion (e.g., Carrasquillo,  1991 ; Torres,  2004  ) . Not 
only do these ethnic subgroups differ on basic 
demographic characteristics, such as age (U.S. 
Department of Commerce, Census Bureau, 
 2001  )  and country of origin (U.S. Department of 
Commerce, Census Bureau,  1993  ) , they also differ 
on characteristics that may be relevant to chil-
dren’s engagement with school, such as fl uency in 
English (U.S. Department of Education,  2001a  ) . 
Although there is great diversity within ethnic 
groups, researchers are often limited by pragmatic 
constraints (e.g., fi nancial resources) and collapse 
across subgroups in order to have a reasonable 
sample size for their study. In secondary data anal-
yses, researchers are limited by the defi nitions of 
ethnicity that were obtained for the original study. 
In this chapter, ethnic groups are identifi ed by the 
labels used by the authors of the cited studies, and 
readers should recognize that a sample that is iden-
tifi ed by a broad ethnic or racial group category 
(e.g., African American, Asian, Hispanic, Native 
American) in one study may be very different from 
a similarly identifi ed sample in another study. 
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 Third, although ethnic group variation is 
associated with differential learning outcomes 
in many countries, the discussion in this chapter 
is limited to ethnicity and education in the 
United States. In addition, this chapter focuses 
on ethnic groups of color, and both racial and 
ethnic minority groups are included in this dis-
cussion. Using the term “ethnic group” in this 
way is not without its problems (e.g., Gutiérrez 
& Rogoff,  2003 ; Helms & Talleyrand,  1997  ) . At 
minimum, it overlooks the great variation and 
richness in the ethnic backgrounds of White 
Americans. In general, however, the majority of 
research conducted on engagement has focused 
on majority students and is covered in other 
chapters in this handbook. Moreover, research 
on ethnicity, engagement, and student outcomes 
has grown out of recognition of the differential 
achievement across ethnic groups and concern 
for the underachievement of many ethnic groups 
of color. In 2008, out of approximately 48 mil-
lion public school students in the United States, 
45% were children and adolescents from ethnic 
groups of color (Aud et al.,  2010  ) . Despite 
improvements in achievement over the last 
40 years and a narrowing of the achievement 
gap, Black and Hispanic students continue to lag 
behind their White counterparts (Rampey, Dion, 
& Donahue,  2009  ) . A number of researchers 
have theorized that student engagement may 
explain variation in student achievement across 
ethnic groups (e.g., Connell, Spencer, & Aber, 
 1994 ; Finn & Rock,  1997 ; Steele,  1997  ) . 

 Fourth, some have argued that the variation 
observed across racial and ethnic groups may be 
more attributable to socioeconomic differences 
within a culture than differences across cultural 
groups (e.g., Hoff, Laursen, & Tardiff,  2002  ) . 
Research that teases apart the contributions of 
racial/ethnic background and socioeconomic 
backgrounds to cultural models of education is 
relatively limited. Where possible, we make 
explicit differences that refl ect racial and ethnic 
cultures versus socioeconomic differences. In the 
descriptions of individual studies, we use the ter-
minology for describing particular groups (e.g., 
Latino, Hispanic) that was chosen by the authors 
of the studies. 

 This chapter provides a framework for orga-
nizing the research on and understanding the role 
of ethnicity in student engagement. Examples of 
research on different ethnic groups are used to 
illustrate points. 

   Ethnicity    and Student Engagement 

 Why might one expect student engagement in 
school to vary across ethnic groups? Behavioral 
scientists have generally taken one of two per-
spectives to understanding the engagement and 
achievement of students of color. The  cultural 
discontinuity  view focuses on specifi c differences 
(e.g., language, behavioral norms) between the 
ethnic culture and the mainstream culture (e.g., 
Machamer & Gruber,  1998 ; Tharp,  1989 ; Trueba, 
 1987 ; Tyler et al.,  2008 ; Weisner, Gallimore, & 
Jordan,  1988  )  and the extent to which the discon-
tinuity between those beliefs and practices inter-
feres with students’ engagement and learning in 
school. Researchers holding a contextual view of 
cognition (e.g., Laboratory of Comparative 
Human Cognition,  1982 ; Rogoff,  1990  )  have 
argued that: (a) cultural context affects the 
development of social and cognitive processes, 
(b) there are important differences between ethnic 
minority cultures and the mainstream culture, 
and (c) these cultural differences lead to the 
development of different sets of cognitive and 
social behavioral repertoires. When children 
from ethnic minority cultures begin school, for 
example, they may fi nd it diffi cult to decode the 
cues that are presented in the classroom and 
actively engage in the teaching and learning pro-
cess. They may experience failure. They may 
perceive their own cultural practices to be deval-
ued in the school context. Ultimately, the enact-
ment of this process is hypothesized to lead to a 
lack of engagement in school. 

 An alternative perspective, the  cultural eco-
logical  or secondary discontinuity model, empha-
sizes processes of oppression and discrimination 
toward racial and ethnic minority groups. Ogbu 
(e.g., Gibson & Ogbu,  1991 ; Ogbu,  1986  )  argued 
that certain minority groups—those who became 
part of the United States through conquest or 
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slavery—are treated at the institutional and policy 
levels within our society in ways that limit their 
ability to succeed economically, professionally, 
socially, and politically. In such cases, poor 
school achievement may be a conscious choice, 
an active response to a system that has failed to 
work for a particular group of people. For example, 
Fordham and Ogbu  (  1986  )  described African 
American adolescents as developing identities 
that were in opposition to the values of the main-
stream culture, including intentionally not engag-
ing in school. Ogbu  (  1992  )  posited that those 
who face barriers to their success because of dis-
criminatory practices and policies will fi nd alter-
native venues in which to achieve and will 
disengage themselves from trying to achieve in 
those domains in which discrimination keeps 
them from succeeding. Psychologists (e.g., 
Osborne,  1997 ; Steele,  1997  )  have suggested that 
members of groups that have been stigmatized as 
having low ability in a particular domain will 
psychologically distance themselves from or 
“disidentify” with that domain. Disidentifi cation 
with a domain is hypothesized to protect the indi-
vidual’s self-esteem should the individual do 
poorly in that domain. Along the same lines, 
some have proposed that perception of discrimi-
nation may lead students to believe that achieving 
school will not make a difference in their lives, 
and this belief may result in a lack of engagement 
in school (e.g., Mickelson,  1990  ) . 

 Finally, there are models that build on ele-
ments of both the cultural discontinuity frame-
work and the cultural ecological model. For 
example, Deyhle argued that the discontinuity 
between the Navajo culture and the mainstream 
culture coupled with discrimination against the 
Navajo community led Navajo youth to resist 
assimilation into the behaviors of the mainstream 
culture. Behaviors that appeared to be lack of 
engagement in school were not the development 
of an oppositional identity as theorized by Ogbu 
but rather the expression of their Navajo culture. 
Based on work with Navajo youth, Deyhle  (  1995  )  
has posited that behaviors that are typically inter-
preted by teachers and school administrators as a 
student’s lack of engagement in school (e.g., drop-
ping out of college to return to the reservation) 

should be viewed from the perspective of the 
Navajo culture (e.g., returning to the reservation 
and one’s Navajo community is a positive action). 
In such cases, the behaviors may be motivated 
primarily by a desire to express the Navajo cul-
ture rather than a refl ection of the individual’s 
disinterest in school. 

 Without a doubt, our education system has 
historically been differentially successful in edu-
cating students across racial and ethnic groups 
(Farkas,  2003 ; KewalRamani, Gilbertson, Fox, & 
Provasnik,  2007 ; Miller,  1995  ) . Among the theo-
ries that have been generated to explain differen-
tial achievement across racial and ethnic groups 
are hypotheses that hinge on variation in student 
engagement in school. A number of factors have 
been posited to infl uence minority students’ 
engagement with school and achievement. 
Okagaki  (  2001  )  conceptualized these factors into 
three broad domains: the roles of the individual, 
the family, and the school. These factors are dis-
cussed in the following three sections, beginning 
with a discussion of racial and ethnic minority 
students’ beliefs about their ethnicity. In the next 
section, we consider how families of color sup-
port their child’s engagement in school. The last 
section examines ways in which the nature and 
structure of the school may support or inhibit the 
engagement of students of color. 

   The Role of the Student: Beliefs 
About Ethnicity and Student 
Engagement in School 

 In what ways are students’ beliefs about their eth-
nicity related to their beliefs about, attitudes 
toward, and behavior in school? In this section, 
we consider the ways in which ethnic identity, 
perception of discrimination, and bicultural iden-
tity have been linked to students’ engagement in 
school. Ethnic identity is generally viewed as 
being multidimensional, varying across members 
of an ethnic group, and changing over time within 
an individual, and the literature on ethnic identity 
refl ects multiple ways in which ethnic identity 
has been conceptualized and measured by 
researchers (Phinney,  1990  ) . Broadly defi ned, 
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beliefs, feelings, and behaviors contributing to 
one’s ethnic identity include a cognitive compo-
nent (e.g., knowledge about one’s ethnic culture), 
an emotional component (e.g., attitudes toward 
one’s ethnic culture, feelings of commitment and 
belonging to one’s ethnic group, and attitudes 
toward the majority culture), and a behavioral 
component (e.g., participation in traditional cul-
tural activities, interaction with the majority cul-
ture). Great diversity exists within any ethnic 
group in terms of members’ ethnic identity (e.g., 
Chavous et al.,  2003 ; Keefe & Padilla,  1987 ; 
Okagaki & Moore,  2000 ; Witherspoon, Speight, 
& Thomas,  1997  ) . Diversity comes in part 
because an individual’s ethnic identity develops 
over time (e.g., Phinney,  1996  ) , because individ-
uals within a group differ in their orientation to 
their ethnic culture and to the mainstream culture 
(e.g., Buriel & DeMent,  1997  ) , because within a 
group, what is important to each group member’s 
ethnic identity varies (Phinney), and because eth-
nic communities are living entities whose experi-
ences, shared beliefs, and practices evolve over 
time (Gutiérrez & Rogoff,  2003  ) . 

 Ogbu  (  1992 ; Ogbu & Matute-Bianchi,  1986  )  
argued that to the extent that formal schooling is 
associated with mainstream culture in the United 
States and not with a minority culture, doing well 
in school may be perceived by students from that 
minority culture as not being compatible with 
their cultural identity. Further, in response to dis-
crimination, minority students develop an iden-
tity that is in opposition to the mainstream culture. 
In their classic ethnographic study of Black ado-
lescents, Fordham and Ogbu  (  1986  )  introduced 
the concept of “the burden of acting White.” They 
asserted that Black students who do well in school 
must do so at the cost of maintaining their own 
racial identity. In their study, Black adolescents 
said that Black students who were actively 
engaged in school (e.g., studying, working hard 
on school work) were in effect trying to act White. 
High-achieving Black students in their study 
employed strategies to conceal their engagement 
in school work. Although the notion of “acting 
White” has become a popular explanation for the 
underachievement of minority students (Starkey 
& Eaton,  2008  ) , subsequent empirical support for 

the hypothesis has not been strong (e.g., Flores-
González,  1999 ; Spencer, Noll, Stoltzfus, & 
Harpalani,  2001 ; Taylor, Casten, Flickinger, 
Roberts, & Fulmore,  1994  ) . 

 Based on studies in which ethnic identity and 
engagement have been measured, it appears that 
ethnic minority students who have strong ethnic 
identities are more likely to be engaged in school 
than those who do not. For example, in a study of 
606 African American adolescents, Chavous and 
colleagues  (  2003  )  examined three components of 
racial identity: (a) centrality, the degree to which 
a Black identity was important to their personal 
identity and having relationships with other Black 
people was important to them; (b) private regard, 
the positive or negative valence of their feelings 
about being Black and Black people; and (c) pub-
lic regard, their perception of other people’s 
views of Black people. Based on this multidi-
mensional approach to racial identity, four clus-
ters of students were identifi ed, and differences 
across groups on measures of student engage-
ment and academic attainment were observed, 
with the most distinct differences being for those 
who exhibited alienation from their Black iden-
tity (i.e., low centrality, low private regard, low 
public regard) and those who had strong positive 
Black identities (i.e., high centrality, high private 
regard, low public regard). Relative to other stu-
dents, those students who exhibited alienation 
from their Black identity had lower school attach-
ment (degree to which students liked school) and 
school effi cacy (belief in one’s ability to do well 
in school) scores. Moreover, compared to stu-
dents in the other groups, these adolescents were 
less likely than other students to be in school at 
the time of the interviews and less likely to be 
enrolled in college 2 years after their expected on-
time high school graduation (i.e., 6 years after 
they entered ninth grade). In contrast, compared 
to other groups, students with a strong, positive 
racial identity were more likely to be in school at 
the time of the interview and more likely to be 
enrolled in college 2 years after their expected on-
time high school graduation. Thus, in this study, 
having a weak racial identity was associated with 
poor student engagement; a strong racial identity 
was linked to stronger student engagement. 
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 In a study of 390 African American middle 
and high school students, Smalls and colleagues 
(Smalls, White, Chavous, & Sellers,  2007  )  
assessed racial centrality (i.e., the degree to which 
being Black is important to how the student views 
himself or herself), perception of discrimination, 
academic persistence (i.e., the degree to which 
the student reports persevering when faced with 
an academic challenge), academic curiosity (i.e., 
interest in new academic topics), negative school 
behavior (e.g., cutting classes, cheating on tests), 
and efforts to conceal engagement in school from 
their peers. In addition, they measured the degree 
to which students agreed with four types of racial 
ideology: assimilation (i.e., the belief that African 
Americans should be more like European 
Americans to be successful), humanist (i.e., the 
belief that people should emphasize how groups 
are similar rather than different), minority (i.e., 
the view that African Americans share common 
experiences with other oppressed minority 
groups), and nationalist (i.e., the belief that 
African Americans should embrace their unique 
African American culture and identity). In a 
series of hierarchical regressions controlling for 
gender, grade level, prior school performance, 
parent education, and racial centrality, they exam-
ined whether assimilation, humanism, minority, 
nationalism, and racial discrimination predicted 
measures of student engagement in school and 
efforts to conceal engagement from peers. 
Assimilation was negatively correlated with aca-
demic persistence and academic curiosity (mar-
ginally signifi cant), and positively correlated 
with negative school behaviors and efforts to 
conceal engagement in school from peers. These 
fi ndings do not support the notion that African 
American students who are engaged in school 
must give up their racial identity. Instead, these 
results suggest that African American students 
who are less engaged in school are more likely to 
believe that they need to be more like their White 
counterparts in order to succeed in school. 
However, they also report a negative association 
between nationalism and academic persistence, 
but nationalism was not predictive of the other 
measures. The belief that African Americans 
share a common experience with other oppressed 

minority groups was positively associated with 
academic persistence and negatively associated 
with efforts to conceal engagement in school 
from peers. (Findings pertaining to discrimina-
tion are discussed below). 

 In general, the basic thesis that ethnic minority 
students must give up their ethnic identity to be 
engaged in school is not supported by current 
research. In addition to the work by Chavous and 
colleagues  (  2003 ; Smalls et al.,  2007  ) , other 
researchers have also found positive relations 
between ethnic identity and student engagement 
with school and achievement for African 
American youth (e.g., Bennett,  2006 ; Dotterer, 
McHale, & Crouter,  2009 ; Spencer et al.,  2001 ; 
Taylor et al.,  1994  ) . In her work with Navajo ado-
lescents, Deyhle  (  1995  )  observed that the Navajo 
students who were well grounded in their Navajo 
culture and identity were better able to be engaged 
in school than were those who did not have a 
strong ethnic identity. 

 Similarly, the belief that minority students 
who do well in school must hide their efforts to 
be engaged in school from their peers is not well 
supported (Smalls et al.,  2007  ) . Researchers 
have found that publicly distancing oneself from 
the appearance of working hard in school is a 
strategy employed by both Black and White 
adolescents and that positive attitudes toward 
doing school work and the importance of doing 
well in school for one’s future were associated 
with feelings of alienation from peers for both 
groups (Arroyo & Zigler,  1995  ) . However, there 
is some evidence that racial and ethnic minor-
ity youth from traditionally underachieving 
groups may not consider academic engagement 
and achievement to be part of their identity 
(Oyserman, Kemmelmeier, Fryberg, Brosh, & 
Hart-Johnson,  2003  ) . 

 Do students of color identify characteristics of 
academic engagement with members of their eth-
nic group? In a study on stereotypes (Hudley & 
Graham,  2001  ) , African American, Latino, and 
Anglo middle school students were shown pic-
tures of African American, Latino, and Anglo 
boys and girls and were given short descriptions 
of academically engaged students (e.g., someone 
who works hard on school work, studies, pays 
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attention, and participates in class discussions) 
and unengaged students (e.g., someone who fools 
around in class, does not do homework, cuts 
classes). Based on their “fi rst impressions,” 
students were asked to pick the picture of the 
student who best fi ts the description. Across 
racial and ethnic groups, girls and boys were 
more likely to identify girls as being academi-
cally engaged and boys as being unengaged in 
school. African American girls were more likely 
to identify African American and Anglo girls as 
being academically engaged. African American 
boys were more likely to select pictures of African 
American girls as being the best fi t for an engaged 
student. Latino and Anglo girls and boys were 
more likely to identify pictures of Anglo girls as 
being academically engaged. All students were 
more likely to select an African American or 
Latino boy as fi tting the descriptor for a student 
who is uninterested in school. For our purposes, 
these data suggest that although African American 
boys and girls hold an image of African American 
girls that encompasses being engaged in school, 
African American boys and Latino boys and girls 
did not identify someone like themselves as being 
highly engaged in school. Moreover, all boys and 
girls were more likely select pictures of African 
American or Latino boys as fi tting the descrip-
tion of someone who is unengaged in school. 

 Graham  (  1994 ; Graham, Taylor, & Hudley, 
 1998  )  proposed that underachieving ethnic 
minority students are not engaged in school 
because they have aspirations other than to do 
well in school—that lack of motivation to achieve 
in school stems from having different goals and 
values. To examine students’ values, Graham 
and colleagues  (  1998  )  asked Black, Hispanic, and 
White middle school students to identify class-
mates whom they admired, respected, and wanted 
to be like. In general, girls were more likely to 
identify girls of the same race and girls who were 
high or average achieving over those who were 
low achieving. The pattern of nominations for 
White boys paralleled those of the girls—a pref-
erence for average- and high-achieving boys of 
the same race. In contrast, Black and Hispanic 
boys admired low-achieving boys of their own 
race. Strambler and Weinstein  (  2010  )  extended 

these results by fi nding that the degree to which 
African American and Latino elementary school 
students identifi ed with nonacademic domains 
(i.e., being cool, tough, popular, oppositional, 
liked by girls, liked by boys, or fashionable) was 
negatively associated with teachers’ ratings of 
students’ behavioral engagement (e.g., follows 
directions, completes homework). Taken together, 
these studies suggest that Black and Hispanic 
boys may not view engaging in school as an 
appropriate component of their identity. 

 Behavioral scientists have posited that the 
degree to which students of color perceive or 
experience discrimination may affect their 
engagement and achievement in school. On the 
one hand, if students perceive discrimination 
against themselves or members of their ethnic 
group, they may not believe that teachers treat 
them fairly and may not see any reason to try 
hard in school or even be in school (e.g., Huffman, 
 1991 ; Ogbu,  1992 ; Wong, Eccles, & Sameroff, 
 2003  ) . Alternatively, if students perceive dis-
crimination against their ethnic group, they may 
believe that a good education is the means for 
overcoming discriminatory barriers that they may 
encounter in the future (e.g., Sue & Okazaki, 
 1990  ) . Current research indicates that the relation 
between discrimination and students’ engage-
ment in school is not consistent across or within 
racial and ethnic groups. Some studies have 
found a negative correlation between students’ 
perception of discrimination and measures of 
engagement, particularly students’ belief in the 
importance or value of education (e.g., Dotterer 
et al.,  2009 ; Okagaki, Frensch, & Dodson,  1996 ; 
Smalls et al.,  2007 ; Wong et al.,  2003  ) . Others 
have obtained mixed results (e.g., Taylor et al., 
 1994  )  or positive relations between discrimina-
tion and aspects of engagement (e.g., Okagaki, 
Helling, & Bingham,  2009 ; Sanders,  1997  ) . 

 Consistent with the hypothesis that racism 
leads to disengagement from school by ethnic 
minority students, data from a study of fourth- 
and fi fth-grade Mexican American students indi-
cated that students’ perception of general 
discrimination against members of their ethnic 
group was negatively correlated with their 
engagement in school (items included aspects of 
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behavioral and emotional engagement), nega-
tively correlated with intrinsic motivation for 
learning, and negatively correlated with their 
belief that school is an appropriate domain in 
which Mexican American children can and 
should excel (Okagaki et al.,  1996  ) . Among these 
elementary school students, however, perception 
of discrimination was not correlated with stu-
dents’ academic performance. Similarly, in their 
study of African American middle and high 
school students, Smalls and colleagues  (  2007  )  
found that students’ perceptions of general dis-
crimination within the last year were negatively 
associated with academic persistence and aca-
demic curiosity and positively correlated with 
negative school behaviors. 

 In a study of 164 public school and 180 
Catholic school African American adolescents 
from working class families, Taylor and col-
leagues  (  1994  )  assessed students’ perceptions of 
discrimination in employment practices, belief in 
the importance of education, behavioral engage-
ment in school (e.g., cutting class, spending time 
on homework, paying attention in class), ethnic 
identity, self-concept of academic ability, and 
school performance. Path analyses with the pub-
lic school data revealed that perception of dis-
crimination was negatively associated with belief 
in the importance of education, which in turn was 
positively related to behavioral engagement in 
school. For Catholic school African American 
students, path analyses indicated that perception 
of discrimination was also negatively related to 
importance of education, but the relation bet-
ween importance of education and behavioral 
engagement was not signifi cant. The difference 
in fi ndings between the public school and 
Catholic school students highlights within-
group differences in the relation between dis-
crimination and importance of education in a 
study in which the measures and procedures 
were the same for both groups. The authors 
speculated that local contextual factors (e.g., dif-
ferences between Catholic and public schools, 
parental involvement in education) may moder-
ate the links between perception of discrimina-
tion, importance of education, and behavioral 
engagement for African American students. 

 Although not directly assessing engagement, 
Oyserman, Harrison, and Bybee  (  2001  )  exam-
ined the relation between academic effi cacy (e.g., 
belief that one can do well on school tasks) mea-
sured at the end of the school year and three 
aspects of racial identity measured in the fall 
(start) of that school year: (a) awareness of rac-
ism, (b) feelings of connectedness with one’s 
racial group, and (c) the degree to which students 
believed that academic achievement was congru-
ent with their racial identity. Among African 
American middle school boys, perceptions of 
racism in the fall did not predict school effi cacy. 
However, awareness of racism then was nega-
tively associated with academic effi cacy for 
African American girls. In particular, academic 
effi cacy was negatively associated with aware-
ness of racism among girls who felt more closely 
connected to the African American community 
and whose racial identity did not have a strong 
academic achievement component. Believing 
that academic achievement is a characteristic of 
one’s racial group may help protect the academic 
effi cacy of African American girls in the context 
of discrimination. 

 There is considerable variability across indi-
viduals in response to discrimination. For exam-
ple, Deyhle  (  1995  )  conducted an extensive 
ethnographic study of Navajo youth in a border 
reservation community, including adolescents 
who were in high school and those who did not 
complete high school. Among the 168 Navajo 
students who did not complete high school, more 
than half of these youth cited problems of dis-
crimination as contributing to their decision to 
leave school. However, she asserted that among 
those students who were most engaged in learn-
ing, were persisting in school, and were academi-
cally successful were ones who were realistic in 
recognizing and acknowledging discrimination 
in their school and community. In a study of 67 
American Indian college students, Okagaki et al. 
 (  2009  )  examined the relation between perception 
of discrimination and students’ belief in the prag-
matic benefi ts of education (e.g., a college 
 education is necessary for obtaining a good job). 
A positive relation between perception of dis-
crimination and students’ belief in the value of 
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education was obtained. Scores on the perception 
of discrimination scale ranged from 1.3 to 5.5 on 
a 6-point scale, indicating substantial variability 
among students in their perception of discrimina-
tion against American Indians. To explore the 
fi nding, the authors split the sample at the median 
on the discrimination scale. Among those who 
perceived less discrimination, there was essen-
tially no correlation between discrimination and 
students’ belief in the instrumental importance of 
education. For students who perceived greater 
discrimination, the correlation was positive. 
However, in a similar study with American Indian 
adolescents, Bingham, Helling, and Okagaki 
 (  2001  )  found no relation between students’ per-
ception of discrimination and their motivation in 
school, expectations for achievement in school, 
or time spent on homework. 

 In general, the research to date suggests that 
there is not a simple and consistent relation 
between perception of discrimination and student 
engagement. To explain Asian American stu-
dents’ achievement, Sue and Okazaki  (  1990  )  
posited that when other avenues to upward 
mobility are blocked (e.g., business, politics, 
sports) because of discrimination, then education 
becomes more important as the means to upward 
mobility. Several behavioral scientists have sug-
gested that the degree to which racial and ethnic 
minority students believe that doing well in 
school will have pragmatic benefi ts for their lives 
contributes to students’ engagement and achieve-
ment in school (e.g., Matute-Bianchi,  1986 ; 
Mickelson,  1990 ; Suarez-Orozco,  1993 ; Sue & 
Okazaki,  1990  ) . For example, in a study of Black 
and White high school seniors, Mickelson found 
that the belief in the instrumental importance of 
education, rather than a general belief in the value 
of education, was related to school achievement. 
In a study of about 15,000 adolescents, Steinberg, 
Dornbusch, and Brown  (  1992  )  reported that ado-
lescents across ethnic groups believed that get-
ting a good education would be benefi cial to them 
(e.g., help them get a good job). Where the ethnic 
groups differed is in their response to the conse-
quences of not getting a good education. 
Compared to other students, Asian American 
adolescents were more likely to believe that they 

would not be able to get a good job if they did not 
do well in school. In contrast, Hispanic and 
African American youth were more likely to 
maintain that they would be able to obtain a good 
job even if they did not get a good education in 
high school. Steinberg and colleagues described 
the motivation of the Asian American students 
as fear of the negative consequences of a poor 
education. 

 In addition to belief in the instrumental impor-
tance of school, some researchers have posited 
that minority students must believe that they can 
be true to their ethnic identity and still participate 
effectively in the mainstream culture if they are 
to function well in the mainstream culture and 
not be alienated from their ethnic community 
(e.g., Buriel & DeMent,  1997 ; LaFromboise, 
Coleman & Gerton,  1993 ; Miller,  1999 ; Ogbu, 
 1992 ; Okagaki,  2001  ) . For student engagement 
and achievement, this means that ethnic minority 
students need to develop a positive academic 
identity while holding onto positive ethnic iden-
tity. In a study of American Indian college stu-
dents, a measure of academic identity (e.g., 
“Doing well in school and graduating from col-
lege are important to my view of myself ”) was 
positively correlated with a measure of bicultural 
effi cacy (e.g., “I believe I can maintain my tribal 
identity and still participate in activities that are 
traditionally part of the White culture”; Okagaki 
et al.,  2009  ) . That is, the more strongly students 
believed that they could be a good member of 
their tribal community and at the same time, do 
well in school, the more positive their academic 
identity was. Among Hispanic high school stu-
dents, bicultural effi cacy has been positively cor-
related with students’ self-reported grades 
(Okagaki, Izarraraz, & Bojczyk,  2003  ) . 

 The idea of bicultural effi cacy or a bicultural 
identity is related to research on racial-ethnic 
self-schemas (Oyserman et al.,  2003  ) . Racial-
ethnic self-schemas refer to an individual’s self-
concept that forms through the integration of 
emotions, attitudes, and beliefs into a coherent 
cognitive structure about one’s membership of an 
ethnic group (Oyserman et al.). It is hypothesized 
that individuals who develop racial-ethnic schemas 
that incorporate both in-group (i.e., identifi cation 
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with one’s racial group) and larger society 
racial-ethnic schemas (i.e., positive identifi cation 
with the majority culture) will do better in school 
than individuals who do not. Although not directly 
measuring student engagement with school, in a 
series of studies, Oyserman and colleagues 
obtained support for this hypothesis with respect 
to school achievement. For example, they found 
that, after controlling for fall grades, ethnically 
diverse middle school students with both in-group 
and larger society racial-ethnic schemas received 
signifi cantly higher last-quarter grades than students 
without racial-ethnic schemas or in-group-only 
racial-ethnic schemas students (Oyserman et al.). 
In a separate study, students with both in-group 
and larger society racial-ethnic schemas evidenced 
more persistence on a math task compared to 
youth without racial-ethnic schemas (Oyserman, 
Bybee, Terry, & Hart-Johnson,  2004  ) . These data 
suggest that students’ beliefs about themselves 
and their ability to function within their own eth-
nic culture and within the larger society may play 
a role in their engagement in school. 

 In a study of 98 American Indian adolescents, 
the degrees to which students’ ethnic identity, 
bicultural effi cacy, belief in the instrumental 
importance of school, and students’ general per-
ceptions of discrimination predicted emotional 
engagement (as measured by interest in school 
and educational expectations), behavioral engage-
ment (as measured by time spent studying), and 
school achievement were examined (Bingham 
et al.,  2001  ) . Ethnic identity was measured by the 
Multigroup Ethnic Identity Measure (Phinney, 
 1992 ; Roberts et al.,  1999  )  and captured the indi-
vidual’s sense of belonging to their ethnic group 
and their active engagement in learning about 
their ethnic group. Multivariate analyses of cova-
riance indicated that ethnic identity and belief in 
the instrumental importance of school predicted 
students’ orientation to school. In particular, 
stronger identifi cation with and participation in 
their American Indian community was associated 
with greater interest in school for American 
Indian adolescents. Instrumental importance of 
school was consistently and positively correlated 
with all aspects of engagement—interest in 
school, educational expectations, and time spent 

studying. Although bicultural effi cacy did not 
predict student engagement, bicultural identity, 
which was measured in the fall of the school year, 
was positively related to students’ grades at the 
end of the academic year, even after controlling 
for prior grades. Perception of discrimination 
was not related to engagement or achievement. In 
this study, the students had spent most of their 
lives on a reservation, and most were attending 
tribal schools or public schools near the reserva-
tion at the time of the study. It is possible that 
discrimination did not play a strong role in these 
adolescents’ daily lives. 

  Summary  According to social identity theorists 
and researchers, individuals have multiple ways 
of defi ning themselves that depend on the social 
groups to which they belong by birth (e.g., eth-
nicity, gender), achievement (e.g., prize-winning 
author or dancer), or choice (e.g., church mem-
ber, community activist) (e.g., Bernal, Saenz, & 
Knight,  1991 ; Harwood et al.,  2001 ; Tajfel, 
 1981  ) . To the extent that individuals have multi-
ple social identities, having a strong ethnic iden-
tity need not be incompatible with a strong 
academic identity. In general, the research seems 
to indicate that racial and ethnic minority stu-
dents can maintain a strong racial and ethnic 
identity and be engaged in school. Generally, per-
ception of discrimination is negatively associated 
with engagement. However, when students 
believe that achieving in school is appropriate for 
members of their racial or ethnic group or they 
develop a bicultural identity, it appears that this 
belief may act as a buffer to the negative effects 
of discrimination on student engagement.  

   The Role of Parents: Expectations, 
Support, and Cultural Socialization 

 Much of the research on parenting and student 
engagement and achievement in racial and ethnic 
minority families has mirrored research among 
mainstream families. Researchers have found, 
for instance, that parental involvement is posi-
tively related to student engagement among 
African American youth (e.g., Connell et al.,  1994  ) . 
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In this section, we discuss parental expectations, 
support, and cultural socialization as they pertain 
to racial and ethnic minority students’ engage-
ment in school. 

 A meta-analysis of parenting and school 
achievement indicate that among the various 
components of parenting (e.g., communication, 
supervision, school contact and participation, 
general involvement with child) parents’ aspira-
tions and expectations for their children have the 
strongest relation to children’s achievement (Fan 
& Chen,  2001  ) . In general, parents’ expectations 
for academic achievement differ across racial and 
ethnic groups (e.g., Alexander, Entwisle, & 
Bedinger,  1994 ; Hao & Bonstead-Bruns,  1998 ; 
Okagaki & Frensch,  1998  ) , and their expecta-
tions are correlated with children’s school perfor-
mance among economically disadvantaged Black 
families (e.g., Gill & Reynolds,  1999 ; Halle, 
Kurtz-Costes, & Mahoney,  1997 ; Luster & 
McAdoo,  1996  ) , Asian American families (Hao 
& Bonstead-Bruns,  1998 ; Okagaki & Frensch, 
 1998  ) , and Hispanic families (e.g., Goldenberg, 
Gallimore, Reese, & Garnier,  2001 ; Hao & 
Bonstead-Bruns,  1998  ) . Although most of this 
literature has focused on the relation between 
expectations and achievement, rather than on 
student engagement, researchers have found 
that parental expectations are associated with 
student engagement among racial and ethnic 
minority students (e.g., Murray,  2009 ; Taylor & 
Lopez,  2005  ) . 

 In a study of 104 low-income students in 
which 91% of the students were Latino, 4% 
African American, and 5% White, Murray  (  2009  )  
examined the relations between students’ engage-
ment and support from parents and teachers. 
Because the analyses are not broken apart by eth-
nic and racial group, we discuss the results as 
refl ecting generally Latino and African American 
families. Along with aspects of the teacher-
student relationship, four aspects of parenting were 
identifi ed: (a) closeness of the parent–child rela-
tionship, (b) parental involvement in the child’s 
life, (c) unclear parental academic expectations, 
and (d) poor accessibility of parents. Students 
reported on their behavioral engagement in school 
(e.g., “Trying hard is the best way for me to 

do well in school”; “I can work really hard in 
school”) and their competence in school. Utilizing 
hierarchical regression analyses, Murray exam-
ined parent and teacher contributions to explain-
ing the variance in students’ engagement after 
controlling for students’ reading and math 
achievement. Parental variables accounted for 
about 24% of the variance in engagement; teacher 
variables explained an additional 25% of the 
variance. Of the parental variables, unclear paren-
tal expectations predicted student engagement 
such that higher scores on unclear parental expec-
tations were associated with lower student 
engagement. Parenting also accounted for about 
18% of the variance in self-reported school com-
petence. Higher scores on positive involvement 
with the child were associated with higher school 
competence scores; higher scores on unclear 
parental expectations were associated with lower 
school competence scores. 

 In a study of 95 low-income African American 
adolescents and their mothers, Taylor and Lopez 
 (  2005  )  examined whether the degree to which 
African American families maintained predict-
able routines and mother’s expectations for their 
child’s achievement was related to student 
engagement with school as measured by the 
degree to which adolescents reported paying 
attention in classes, attending classes, experienc-
ing a sense of challenge in their classes, and 
exhibiting negative behaviors in school (e.g., get-
ting into a fi ght, damaging school property). 
Family routine was positively correlated with 
paying attention, attending classes, and experi-
encing a sense of challenge in classes. Further 
analyses indicated that student engagement in the 
form of paying attention in class and attending 
class mediated the relation between family rou-
tine and students’ achievement. Parental expecta-
tions were positively related to attendance, and 
student attendance mediated the relation between 
parental expectations and student achievement. 
Finally, family routine was negatively associated 
with problem behavior in school, and this rela-
tion was mediated by student engagement in the 
form of paying attention and attending class. 

 In addition to parental expectations and family 
routine, parental support and the quality of the 
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parent–child relationship have been associated 
with student engagement in middle-class African 
American adolescents (   Sirin & Rogers-Sirin, 
 2005  )  and at-risk, inner-city African American 
adolescents (Annunziata, Hogue, Faw, & Liddle, 
 2006  ) . For example, in a study of about 200 
inner-city, African American families, Annunziata 
and colleagues  (  2006  )  examined whether family 
cohesion and parental support were associated 
with middle school students’ emotional engage-
ment in school. The measure of family cohesion 
assessed the degree to which the members of 
their family were close to one another, communi-
cated with and supported one another, and per-
ceived their family to be organized. Both parents 
and students responded to the items, and the aver-
age of their scores represented the family’s cohe-
sion score. Similarly, both parents’ and students’ 
responses to items regarding parental support for 
the child (e.g., praising, doing special activities, 
talking with child) combined to form the parental 
support score. Hierarchical regression analyses 
revealed that both family cohesion and parental 
support were positively related to emotional 
engagement in school. However, there was a 
signifi cant interaction between family cohesion 
and parental support such that when parental 
support was high, family cohesion was posi-
tively correlated with student engagement. 
Under conditions of low parental support, fam-
ily cohesion was not associated with student 
engagement. Subsequent analyses determined 
that student gender moderated the relations 
among family cohesion, parental support, and 
student engagement. For boys, high parental 
support increased the relation between family 
cohesion and student engagement; for girls, the 
interaction was not signifi cant. 

 Family support and cohesion has also been 
found to be important for American Indian ado-
lescents (Machamer & Gruber,  1998  ) . In a large 
study of over 6,000 high school students, includ-
ing 8% American Indian, 7% Black, and 85% 
non-Hispanic White adolescents, family connect-
edness (e.g., family cares about you, parents 
understand you), student engagement (e.g., 
school people care about you, like school), and 
negative school behaviors (e.g., skipping classes, 

drinking before or during school) were examined. 
Across groups, adolescents who perceived them-
selves to be poorly connected to their families 
were less emotionally engaged in school and 
more likely to be involved in problem behaviors 
at school. Compared to their Black and White 
counterparts, American Indian adolescents had 
lower scores on family connectedness and stu-
dent engagement and higher scores on problem 
behaviors. Machamer and Gruber argued that the 
discontinuity between the cultural norms of the 
American Indian people and the school culture 
(e.g., prohibition against competition among 
many American Indian communities, avoiding 
direct eye contact with authority fi gures) as well 
as societal changes (e.g., American Indian fami-
lies moving away from tribal communities) make 
American Indian adolescents particularly vulner-
able to disengagement in school. 

 Research on racial and ethnic minority parent-
ing brings to light the importance of examining 
cultural models of education (Gallimore & 
Goldenberg,  2001 ; Lareau,  1996  ) . Cultural models 
are widely shared “understandings of how the 
world works, or ought to work” (Gallimore & 
Goldenberg,  2001 , p. 47), and there are differences 
and commonalities across ethnic groups in their 
conceptions of education, school, and learning. 
Cultural models of education may include the 
ideas that parents have about the roles of par-
ents, teachers, and children in education (Lareau). 
In many Asian cultures, the importance of educa-
tion is linked to a strong belief in human mallea-
bility and the effi cacy of working hard and in the 
importance of bringing honor to one’s family 
(e.g., Ho,  1994  ) . In a study of immigrant parents 
from Cambodia, Mexico, the Philippines, and 
Vietnam and US-born parents of Mexican descent 
and European Americans, Okagaki and Sternberg 
 (  1993  )  found that motivation was an important 
component of the Asian parents’ understanding 
of intelligence. A child who is intelligent is one 
who tries hard to get good grades. Belief in the 
effi cacy of hard work and effort is a consistent 
theme in studies of Asian American students. 

 In an ethnographic study of immigrant Punjabi 
Indian and non-Punjabi adolescents in California, 
Gibson (Gibson,  1987  )  noted that both the Punjabi 
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students and their parents believed that effort was 
the determining factor in educational achieve-
ment. Based on interviews with Japanese 
American high school students who were primar-
ily third-generation Japanese Americans, Matute-
Bianchi  (  1986  )  reported that “[b]elief in diligence, 
persistence, and hard work—as opposed to inher-
ent ability—as the keys to academic success is 
the single most commonly shared perception 
among the Japanese-descent students” (p. 247). 
In their study of Southeast Asian immigrants, 
Caplan and his colleagues suggested that three 
common values—an emphasis on education and 
achievement, belief in the importance of main-
taining a cohesive family, and belief in the effi -
cacy and importance of hard work—served as the 
foundation for Southeast Asian children’s aca-
demic achievement (Caplan, Whitmore, & Choy, 
 1989  ) . Almost all of the Southeast Asian parents 
(97%) and children (93%) attributed academic 
success to hard work; in contrast 86% of the par-
ents and 67% of the children identifi ed intellec-
tual ability as causally related to academic 
achievement. In a comparison of several Asian 
American subgroups (Chinese, Filipino, Japanese, 
Korean, Vietnamese, and other Southeast Asian), 
Mizokawa and Ryckman  (  1990  )  found that over-
all, Asian American students (including elemen-
tary, junior high, and high school students) were 
more likely to attribute academic success and fail-
ure to effort than to ability. Chen and Stevenson 
 (  1995  )  observed that relative to Caucasian 
American students, Asian American high school 
students were more likely to indicate that doing 
well in math was the result of studying hard. In 
addition, Asian American students reported spend-
ing more hours studying mathematics outside of 
class (5.3 h per week) compared to their Caucasian 
American counterparts (3.2 h per week). Analyses 
of national data sets have revealed that Asian 
American students report spending more time 
working on school work and are more likely to 
engage in extracurricular classes than other stu-
dents (Peng & Wright,  1994 ; Tsang,  1988 ; 
Wong,  1990  ) . What role do Asian American par-
ents play in their child’s approach to education? 

 For the most part, it does not appear that Asian 
American parents spend more time directly 

helping their children with homework or explicitly 
talking about school with their children relative 
to other parents (e.g., Wong,  1990  ) . Several 
researchers have observed that Asian American 
parents employ indirect strategies to encourage 
their children’s school achievement, such as 
structuring the home environment to facilitate the 
child’s learning, rather than directly helping the 
child with school work (e.g.,    Caplan et al.,  1989 ; 
Chao,  2000 ; Schneider & Lee,  1990 ). For exam-
ple, parents may set aside a specifi c time for the 
child to do homework and restrict the amount of 
time the child spends watching television (e.g., 
Schneider & Lee,  1990 ). Parents may not want or 
allow their adolescent to work after school 
because they believe that the adolescent’s “job” 
is to study for school (e.g., Gibson,  1987  ) . Based 
on an ethnographic study of third-generation and 
fourth-generation Japanese Americans, Hieshima 
and Schneider  (  1994  )  noted that even native-born 
parents’ encouragement of schoolwork was indi-
rect. The third-generation Japanese American 
parents did not directly tell their child what to do; 
instead, they made indirect comments such as 
“You sure fi nished with your homework fast” or 
“Not much homework tonight?” (p. 322). 
Schneider and Lee ( 1990 ) found that Asian 
American parents were more likely than European 
American parents to encourage their child to take 
private classes in music, language, and computer 
science and that their children spent more time 
practicing for their lessons than did European 
American children. Compared to their European 
American counterparts, Chinese immigrant par-
ents of primary grade students reported engaging 
in more “structural parental involvement in 
school” (Chao,  2000 , p. 240; e.g., setting rules 
for how the child spent time after school and buy-
ing extra workbooks or materials to give the child 
more practice on school tasks) than European 
American parents. Conversely, European American 
parents had higher scores on what was called 
“ managerial  parental involvement in school” 
(Chao,  2000 , p. 240)—activities such as check-
ing homework and attending school functions. It 
appears that in Asian American homes, an impor-
tant aspect of socialization for academic achieve-
ment is the creation of an overall environment in 
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which discipline, studying, and practice are 
integral elements of the child’s role in multiple 
contexts. Although for the most part, these stud-
ies did not directly assess students’ engagement 
in school, these studies describe a cultural model 
of education—one that emphasizes (a) that doing 
well in school is the child’s job, (b) that practice 
and effort are the key to doing well in school, and 
(c) that the parent’s job is to create an environ-
ment at home which allows students to spend 
time studying and to provide students with activi-
ties that support education (e.g., giving students 
books to read or extra math assignments, encour-
aging music and dance activities that create an 
expectation for practice and hard work)—that 
lends itself to supporting engagement in school. 

 Finally, although much of the research on 
racial and ethnic minority parenting and student 
engagement is similar to the broader literature on 
parenting, researchers have also explored aspects 
that may be somewhat idiosyncratic to racial and 
minority parents—cultural socialization and 
preparation for discrimination. Although this is a 
relatively new area of research, behavioral scien-
tists are interested in learning if and how cultural 
socialization may foster children’s development 
(Hughes et al.,  2006  ) . As noted earlier, percep-
tion of discrimination has generally been found 
to be negatively associated with student engage-
ment with school, and it appears that for the most 
part, racial and ethnic identity is positively asso-
ciated with student engagement. Is it possible 
that through cultural socialization, parents may 
protect their children from the negative conse-
quences of discrimination either directly or by 
fostering children’s racial and ethnic identity? 

 Bennett  (  2006  )  surveyed African American 
adolescents from grades 8 through 12. Of 131 
participants, about 40% lived with both parents, 
48% lived with one parent, and the others reported 
living with grandparents or in some other living 
arrangement. Among the many measures that 
were collected, students reported on their ethnic 
identity, racial socialization, and engagement 
with school. For this study, the student engage-
ment with school measure was a mix of behav-
ioral engagement items (e.g., participating in 
student government, in an honors club) and 

school achievement (e.g., being on the honors 
roll, grade-point average). The measure of racial 
socialization included items about Black parents 
teaching their children about racism, families 
teaching children to be proud to be Black, and 
schools teaching children about Black history 
and including signs of Black culture in the class-
room. Among other results, Bennett found that 
racial socialization was positively correlated with 
ethnic identity which in turn was positively cor-
related with student engagement with school. 

 In an elegant study examining the relations 
among parenting, discrimination, ethnic identity, 
and engagement, Dotterer et al.  (  2009  )  inter-
viewed 148 working and middle-class African 
American adolescents from two-parent families, 
along with their mothers and fathers, to explore 
the relations among experience with discrimina-
tion, cultural socialization, preparation for dis-
crimination, ethnic identity, and emotional 
engagement with school, and school self-esteem. 
Perception of discrimination was negatively 
related to emotional engagement and school self-
esteem. A series of hierarchical regression analy-
ses were conducted to determine whether cultural 
socialization, preparation for discrimination, or 
ethnic identity moderated the relations between 
discrimination and student engagement and 
between discrimination and self-esteem. With 
respect to self-esteem, neither cultural socializa-
tion, nor preparation for discrimination, nor eth-
nic identity moderated the negative relation 
between discrimination and self-esteem. For stu-
dent engagement with school, the results were 
more complicated. Cultural socialization was 
positively correlated with emotional engagement 
for boys, but not girls. However, cultural social-
ization did not moderate the negative relation 
between discrimination and emotional engage-
ment. Preparation for discrimination was posi-
tively associated with emotional engagement in 
school, but it did not moderate the negative rela-
tion between discrimination and emotional 
engagement. Finally, the analyses with ethnic 
identity revealed a three-way interaction between 
ethnic identity, discrimination, and gender, 
such that ethnic identity moderated the negative 
relation between discrimination and emotional 
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engagement for girls, but not for boys. Girls who 
have strong ethnic identities maintain their emo-
tional engagement with school in the context of 
greater perceived discrimination. However, girls 
with low ethnic identities have lower emotional 
engagement in school when discrimination is 
higher. 

  Summary  There is great diversity in parents’ 
ideas about education, how children learn, what 
children need to do to succeed in school, and 
what parents should do to support their child’s 
education (for reviews, see Bornstein,  2002 ; 
Okagaki & Bingham,  2010  ) . Many of these 
beliefs and values ideas appear to be a function of 
parents’ cultural models of education (Gallimore 
& Goderberg,  2001 ; Lareau,  1996  ) . Although 
more research is needed to connect parents’ cul-
tural models of education to how they support 
their child’s learning at home, research suggests 
that ethnic minority parents who are emotionally 
supportive of their children, have strong and clear 
academic expectations for their child and estab-
lish regular routines, particularly learning or 
school-related routines in their homes, have chil-
dren who are more engaged in school. (Annunziata 
et al.,  2006 ; Murray,  2009 ; Sirin & Rogers-Sirin, 
 2005 ; Taylor & Lopez,  2005  ) .  

   The Role of Schools: Friends, 
Teachers, and Instruction 

 Schools play a major role in children’s lives and 
serve as an important context for their social, 
emotional, and cognitive development. In this 
section, we have focused on key aspects of the 
school context that may be particularly important 
to the engagement of racial and ethnic minority 
students. We begin by discussing the research on 
friendship and peer relationships. 

   Racial and Ethnic Minority Students’ 
Peer Relationships and Their Engagement 
in School  
 As children get older, they spend increasing 
amounts of time with their friends both in and out 
of school. As a result, children’s friendships and 
peer relationships begin to play a more central 

role to their experiences in school (see Chap.   18    , 
this volume), particularly in the areas of school 
adjustment (Berndt,  1999 ; Perdue, Manzeske, & 
Estell,  2009 ; Ryan,  2000  ) , ethnic identifi cation 
(Oyserman, Brickman, Bybee, & Celious,  2006 ; 
Shin, Daly, & Vera,  2007  ) , and educational aspi-
rations (Antonio,  2004  ) . Because peers and 
friends encourage some beliefs, values, behav-
iors, and activities, while rejecting others, they 
can either play a positive role in an individual’s 
engagement in school by helping a child develop 
a sense of belonging and affi liation with school 
(Faircloth & Hamm,  2005 ; Finn & Voelkl,  1993  )  
or a negative role by contributing to feelings of 
isolation and disengagement (Oyserman et al., 
 2003 ; Rivas-Drake, Hughes, & Way,  2008 ; Way, 
Santos, Niwa, & Kim-Gervey,  2008  ) . For racial 
and ethnic minority youth, friends may serve as a 
resource for navigating differences between home 
and school cultures as well as a source of social 
support that reinforce one’s ethnic identifi cation 
and connection with one’s racial or ethnic com-
munity (see Way, Becker, & Greene,  2006  ) . In 
this section, we consider student engagement with 
school from the perspective of minority students’ 
access to peers of the same race or ethnic groups. 

 Racial and ethnic group membership is a 
salient feature in minority children’s lives and 
has been shown to be one characteristic by which 
children choose and defi ne who their friends are 
and how they feel about themselves (Bellmore, 
Nishina, Witkow, Graham, & Juvonen,  2007 ; 
Oyserman et al.,  2003  ) . For example, in a study 
of low-income African American, Latino, and 
Asian American adolescents (Way & Chen, 
 2000  ) , 73% of ethnic minority students reported 
having predominately same-race/ethnic group 
friendship networks, with Asian American stu-
dents reporting the highest percentage (85%). 
Similarly, in a study of sixth-grade students 
(Bellmore et al.,  2007  ) , African American, Asian 
American, Latino, and White middle school stu-
dents all showed race/ethnic group selection bias 
in choosing their friends (i.e., they attributed 
more favorable ratings of acceptance to same-
race/ethnic peers). It appeared that the availability 
of same-race/ethnic group peers infl uenced stu-
dents’ ratings; students having access to a larger 



80 G.E. Bingham and L. Okagaki

numbers of same-race/ethnic group peers showed 
a greater selection bias compared to those with 
less access. Unlike Asian American, Latino, and 
White students, however, African American stu-
dents were signifi cantly more likely to nominate 
a same-race peer as someone who they both did 
and did not like to spend time with. Although 
these studies suggest that students generally tend 
to prefer friends who look like them and come 
from similar racial-ethnic backgrounds, other 
research demonstrates that adolescents consider 
other factors, such as a peer’s attitude toward 
school and participation in extracurricular activi-
ties, to be important (Epstein & Karweit,  1983 ; 
Ryan,  2000 ;    Shrum, Cheek & Hunter,  1988  ) . For 
example, Hamm  (  2000  )  found that African 
Americans who attended multiethnic high schools 
were more likely to have friendships with others 
who shared their same ethnic group membership 
as well as other characteristics, such as academic 
orientation or substance use. In contrast, Asian 
American and European American students were 
more likely to have friendships based upon simi-
lar academic orientations (measured through a 
composite variable containing self-reports of 
effort in completing school work and educational 
aspirations for future education past high school). 
The fi ndings from this study are somewhat simi-
lar to fi ndings obtained in a study of commonali-
ties between high school best friends. In their 
study, Tolson and Urberg  (  1993  )  found that 
African American best friendships appear to be 
less similar on many behaviors and attitudes (e.g., 
smoking attitudes, in-school activities) than those 
of European American and Asian American 
youth. Differences between these studies may be 
a result of the way that researchers assessed 
friendships. 

 For this chapter, the more important question 
is whether racial and ethnic minority students’ 
friendships are associated with their engagement 
with school. The limited research that exists on 
the relation between minority students’ access to 
same-race/ethnic group peers suggests a positive 
association between access to same-race/ethnic 
group peers and emotional engagement in school, 
with many hypothesizing that having access to 
similar peers may reduce students’ overall exposure 

to racial discrimination (Gonzalez,  2009 ; 
Johnson, Crosnoe, & Elder,  2001 ; Moody,  2001  ) . 
The relations among school composition (i.e., 
presence of racial and ethnic minority students), 
same-race/ethnic group friendships, and emo-
tional engagement, however, is not the same 
across racial and ethnic groups. For example, in a 
study using the National Longitudinal Study of 
Adolescent Health, Ueno  (  2009  )  found positive 
associations between access to same-race/ethnic 
group peers in school and emotional engagement 
for Asian and African American students, but not 
White and Latino students. Positive associations 
between the presence of same-race/ethnic group 
friendships and emotional engagement were 
found for Latino and White students, suggesting 
for Latino and White students, it is the impor-
tance of having friendships that contributes to 
emotional engagement in school and not simply 
access to similar peers. 

 Although minority students’ access to same-
race/ethnic group peers and friends at school 
appears to be related to student engagement, the 
quality of relationship may determine the relative 
strength of this association. Vaquera  (  2009  )  found 
that compared to students who did not report hav-
ing a best friend at school, White and Latino high 
school students who reported having a best friend 
were more likely to be emotionally engaged and 
less likely to have behavioral engagement prob-
lems (e.g., not being on task in school, not hand-
ing in homework). Although few differences in 
emotional and behavioral engagement persisted 
across ethnic groups once individual (age, gen-
der, generational status) and school (public, low-
achieving school, and proportion of same race) 
factors were added to the models, students from 
Mexican and Central/South America reported 
higher levels of emotional engagement than did 
White students. 

 Not surprisingly, racial and ethnic minority 
students who have access to and relationships 
with peers and friends who value education and 
who participate in school activities are more 
likely to be engaged in school than students with-
out these relationships (Ryan,  2000 ; Shin et al., 
 2007  ) . However, they may be less likely to have 
access to such relationships. Using data from the 



814 Ethnicity and Student Engagement

National Education Longitudinal Study of 1988 
(NELS:88), Ream and Rumberger  (  2008  )  found 
that in general, Mexican American youth were 
less likely to participate in (a) unorganized aca-
demic activities, such as homework and school 
preparation activities, and (b) organized extracur-
ricular activities, such as athletics or the arts. In 
addition, Mexican American youth were more 
likely than their non-Latino White peers to have 
friends who dropped out of high school and were 
less likely to have access to friends who valued 
education (measured by student report of friends 
attending class regularly, getting good grades, 
studying, fi nishing high school, and continuing 
education past high school). Utilizing a series of 
structural equation models, Ream and Rumberger 
found that Mexican American students’ home-
work and school preparation activities were posi-
tively associated with school-oriented friendship 
networks, while these types of behavioral engage-
ment were negatively related to identifying with 
students who dropped out of school. For both 
Mexican American and non-Latino White stu-
dents, participation in athletic activities was posi-
tively related to having friends who valued 
education. For both groups of students, having 
more access to friends who had dropped out of 
school was associated with dropping out of 
school by the 12th grade. Having friends who 
valued education was correlated with a decrease 
in dropout rates for non-Latino White students, 
but not for Mexican American students. On the 
one hand, these fi ndings suggest that having 
access to peers who have dropped out of school 
may increase the likelihood that Mexican 
American students will also drop out of school. 
On the other hand, they support the thesis that 
participation in extracurricular school activities 
may be a protective factor against future school 
disengagement (Eccles & Barber,  1999  ) . Although 
this study highlights the positive relation between 
students’ activities and continued engagement 
with school, others have noted that limited fi nan-
cial resources may make it challenging for 
Mexican American adolescents to participate in 
organized extracurricular activities (Spina,  2000 ; 
Updegraff, Kim, Killoren, & Thayer,  2009  ) . 
Family and work obligations may also make it 

diffi cult for these adolescents to complete 
homework or other school preparation activities. 

 Three caveats should be considered relative to 
research on racial and ethnic minority students’ 
friendships and their engagement with school. 
First, the nature of the schools that students attend 
constrains or enables access to racial and ethnic 
friendship experiences. In multiethnic schools in 
which a large proportion of students are available 
to form friendships, it may be that individuals are 
more likely to choose friends based upon similar 
values, interests, and abilities, rather than simply 
on the basis of the same ethnic characteristics. 
However, given the limited research on this sub-
ject, it is unclear if this threshold hypothesis is 
true. Second, multiple types of peer social net-
works and possible friendship systems exist in 
and out of schools that may exert an infl uence on 
student engagement. Best friends, regular friends, 
and peer networks exert social pressure on the 
student (see Brown, Hamm, Herman, & Heck, 
 2008  ) , and the ways in which these relationships 
may be associated with student engagement with 
school may differ. This leads to a third point, not 
all friendships are created equally (Flores-
Gonzalez,  2002  ) . Some friendships and peer rela-
tionships may lead children to identify with and 
become more engaged in school while others 
may encourage disengagement. Given the com-
plexity of these issues and the limited research to 
date, more work is needed to understand the ways 
in which racial and ethnic minority students’ peer 
relationships are related to their engagement in 
school.  

   Teachers’ Beliefs, Teacher-Child 
Relationships, and Instructional Practices 
 In what ways are teachers’ beliefs about and 
interactions with racial and ethnic minority stu-
dents related to minority students’ engagement 
with school? In general, researchers have 
observed positive associations between teachers’ 
relationships with their students and children’s 
engagement and achievement in school (e.g., 
Birch & Ladd,  1997 ; Decker, Dona, & 
Christenson,  2007 ; Griffi th,  2002 ; Hughes & 
Kwok,  2007 ; Mashburn & Pianta,  2006 ; Murray 
& Greenberg,  2000 ; Shaunessy & McHatton,  2009 ; 
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Urden & Schoenfelder,  2006 ; Wentzel,  1997  ) . 
The student-teacher relationship has been hypoth-
esized to be one of the most important compo-
nents of the learning process (Garcia, 
Agbemakplido, Abdella, Lopez, & Registe,  2006 ; 
Hamre & Pianta,  2006  ) . A positive teacher-child 
relationship may be particularly important for 
racial and ethnic minority students who may need 
support from teachers in order to successfully 
navigate school and classroom norms, which may 
differ from those of the family culture (Au,  1998 ; 
D’Amato,  1993 ; Heath,  1983  ) . In this section, we 
fi rst consider research examining racial or ethnic 
matching between teachers and their students. 
Second, we examine how teachers’ perceptions 
of racial and ethnic minority students relate to 
teachers’ expectations for social and academic 
behavior. Finally, we discuss the research exam-
ining teachers’ instructional practices as they 
relate to students’ cultural backgrounds. 

 As noted earlier, the public school population 
in the USA is remarkably diverse; children of 
color in kindergarten through high school repre-
sent about 44% of the public school enrollment 
(U.S. Department of Education,  2009  ) . In stark 
contrast to this diversity is the homogeneity of 
the teacher population. Of the three million teach-
ers in public elementary and secondary educa-
tion, the vast majority (83%) are White (U.S. 
Department of Education,  2007  ) . In this section, 
we consider the importance of having a racial or 
ethnic match between teachers and students for 
children’s achievement and engagement. 
Although relatively little research has directly 
examined this issue, there is some research exam-
ining the relation between teacher-student match 
on race/ethnicity. 

 In a study of African American eighth-grade 
students, Finn and Voelkl  (  1993  )  observed that 
African American eighth graders who were in 
schools with fewer minority teachers reported 
lower emotional engagement scores (e.g., feel-
ings of being welcomed, perception of a sup-
portive school environment, attachment to a 
teacher) compared to peers who were in schools 
with higher percentages of minority teachers. 
Conversely, in schools in which there were higher 
percentages of minority teachers, White students 

reported lower emotional engagement scores 
compared to White students who were in school 
with low percentages of minority teachers. Using 
the National Longitudinal Study of Adolescent 
Health database, Crosnoe, Johnson and Elder     
(  2004  )  obtained similar fi ndings with respect to 
the relation between the proportion of White 
teachers at a school and students’ bonding with 
teachers (e.g., how students felt about teachers, 
whether teachers treated students fairly). In this 
study, the proportion of White teachers in the 
school was positively related to White students’ 
ratings of emotional engagement, but was nega-
tively related to ratings of emotional engagement 
for Latino girls and African American boys and 
girls (Crosnoe et al.,  2004  ) . However, using the 
same data set, Johnson et al.  (  2001  )  found no 
relation between the proportion of White or 
minority teachers at schools and students’ behav-
ioral engagement. 

 There is some evidence that matching racial 
and ethnic minority college students with univer-
sity mentors who are of the same race or ethnicity 
is associated with better behavioral engagement 
(Campbell & Campbell,  2007  ) . Although there 
was no difference at the end of their fi rst year in 
grades or retention in college, 11 years after ini-
tial enrollment in college, Latino and African 
American college students, whose faculty men-
tors were of the same racial or ethnic group, had 
attended college for more semesters, accumu-
lated more academic units, and were more likely 
to have entered a graduate program on campus 
compared to students whose mentors were of a 
different race or ethnicity. 

 Given that the existing research on engage-
ment and teacher-student racial/ethnic match is 
so limited, we highlight one study that examines 
the effect of teacher-student racial match on stu-
dent achievement. To examine the effect of hav-
ing a teacher of the same race on student 
achievement, Dee  (  2004  )  analyzed data from 
Project STAR, the Tennessee large-scale random-
ized fi eld trial of the effects of small class size on 
student achievement. In Project STAR, teachers 
and students in kindergarten through third grade 
were randomly assigned to small classes, regular-
size classes or regular-size classes with teacher 
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aides within each of the 79 schools in the study. 
Dee capitalized on the fact that this random 
assignment to classes also resulted in students 
being randomly assigned to either same-race or 
other-race teachers. For both Black and non-
Hispanic White students, assignment to a teacher 
of the same race resulted in a 3- to 5-percentile-
point increase on math and reading achievement 
test scores (note, the limited numbers of teachers 
and students from other ethnic groups precluded 
including them in Dee’s analyses). The advan-
tage of having a same-race teacher occurred pri-
marily in regular-size classes (22 students) as 
opposed to small-size classes (15 students) and 
with teachers who had been teaching less than 
12 years. The effect also appeared to be stronger 
for students from economically disadvantaged 
homes. Finally, having a same-race teacher for 
four consecutive years yielded a cumulative 
effect of 8-percentile points for reading and 
nearly 9-percentile points for math achievement 
test scores in the primary grades. 

 Dee’s fi ndings taken together with the limited 
fi ndings from other studies (Crosnoe et al.,  2004 ; 
Finn & Voelkl,  1993  )  suggest that having a 
teacher-child racial/ethnic match or higher pro-
portions of minority teachers in schools that have 
substantial numbers of racial and ethnic minority 
students may be of benefi t for racial and ethnic 
minority students. Why might having a teacher of 
the same race or ethnicity benefi t a child? 
According to the cultural discontinuity perspec-
tive, differences between the ethnic culture at 
home and the mainstream culture at school may 
interfere with student engagement and learning. 
A teacher who shares a common cultural back-
ground may be able to help the child better under-
stand the cultural norms of the school or may be 
more tolerant of the child acting in accord with 
his or her cultural norms. Alternatively, another 
possible mechanism driving the positive associa-
tions between teacher-student matching and 
school experiences is that having a teacher of the 
same race or ethnic group may provide minority 
students with a strong role model, which may be 
particularly important for groups in which high-
achieving academic role models are less salient. 
Research is needed to better understand underlying 

mechanisms. Some have posited that teachers’ 
beliefs about student achievement contribute to 
the differences between White students and racial 
and ethnic minority students’ engagement and 
achievement (e.g., Ferguson,  2003 ; Kuklinski & 
Weinstein,  2001 ; Noguera,  2003 ; for reviews, see 
Ferguson,  1998 ; Good & Brophy,  2000 ; Good & 
Nichols,  2001  ) . For example, in a recent meta-
analysis of teacher expectations, Tenenbaum and 
Ruck  (  2007  )  found that teachers held more posi-
tive expectations for European American chil-
dren compared to Latino or African American 
children and higher expectations for the school 
success of Asian American students relative to 
European American students. 

 One way in which teachers’ beliefs about stu-
dents may lead to differences in student engage-
ment with school between White students and 
racial and ethnic minority students is through the 
self-fulfi lling prophecy hypothesis—if White 
teachers, as compared to racial and ethnic minor-
ity teachers, have more negative perceptions of 
and expectations for minority students and stu-
dents live up (or down) to their teacher’s percep-
tions and expectations, then racial and ethnic 
minority students may do better in school if they 
have minority teachers. A second hypothesis, 
which is discussed in more detail below, is that 
White teachers and minority teachers may treat 
students differently. Although considerable 
research has been conducted on teachers’ expec-
tations since the late 1960s and has been reviewed 
by others (e.g., Ferguson,  1998 ; Good & Brophy, 
 2000 ; Good & Nichols,  2001 ; Tenenbaum & 
Ruck,  2007  ) , there is less research and mixed 
fi ndings on White and minority teachers’ percep-
tions and expectations of racial and ethnic minor-
ity students. For example, in a study of preservice 
teachers from an urban university in the 
Southeastern United States, White preservice 
teachers, as compared to Black preservice teach-
ers, rated Black elementary school students as 
being more dependent than their White class-
mates (Kesner,  2000  ) . In a study of elementary 
school teachers in an urban school district in the 
Northeastern United States, Pigott and Cowen 
 (  2000  )  found that ratings of Black elementary 
school students by both Black and White teachers 
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were more negative than were ratings of White 
students. However, unlike White teachers, Black 
teachers were more likely to judge all pupils as 
being more competent and having fewer prob-
lems. Pigott and Cowen suggested that differ-
ences in teachers’ ratings appear to support the 
notion that White and Black teachers may have 
variable perceptions about child competence and 
appropriate school behavior. Finally, in an exam-
ination of teachers’ perceptions of students from 
same or other racial and ethnic groups, Dee 
( 2005 ) found that students were rated more nega-
tively when they were rated by teachers who 
were not members of the same racial or ethnic 
group as the student. However, when the data 
from each region of the country (North, South, 
East, and West based on Census classifi cations) 
were examined separately, Dee observed that the 
effect was only statistically signifi cant in the 
South. These data suggest that confl icting fi nd-
ings in previous research may, at least in part, be 
due to cultural differences or biases that exist 
across regions of the country. 

 There is some research addressing the relation 
between teachers’ expectations and minority stu-
dents’ engagement. Tyler and Boelter  (  2008  )  
found that low-income African American middle 
school students’ perceptions of teachers’ expecta-
tions were positively related to self-reported rat-
ings of cognitive, behavioral, and emotional 
engagement. In a study of African American, 
Latino, and European American low-income 
middle school students, Tyler and colleagues 
(Tyler, Boelter, & Boykin,  2008  )  examined teach-
ers’ perceptions of the degree to which parents’ 
beliefs about education were similar to their own 
beliefs and students’ self-reported cognitive, 
behavioral, and emotional engagement. White 
teachers were more likely than African American 
teachers to perceive parents’ endorsement of edu-
cational values (e.g., importance of parental role 
in education, the teaching of literacy) to be differ-
ent from their own. Regardless of teacher race, a 
signifi cant negative association emerged between 
teachers’ beliefs and European American, Latino, 
and African American students’ self-reported 
engagement behaviors, with teachers’ perceptions 
of educational value discontinuity (i.e., differences 

between themselves and parents) being negatively 
related to students’ ratings of behavioral engage-
ment, but not their cognitive or emotional 
engagement. Although far from conclusive, these 
studies suggest that teachers’ race and ethnic 
group membership may be an important variable 
to consider when examining associations 
between teachers’ expectations and students’ 
experiences at school. 

 Considerable research indicates that teachers’ 
perceptions and beliefs about racial and ethnic 
minority students are associated with their inter-
actions with students, which in turn, are related to 
students’ engagement and success in school 
(Farkas,  2003 ; Gay,  2000 ; Hamre & Pianta,  2005 ; 
Kozol,  2006 ; Martin, Fergus, & Noguera,  2010  ) . 
Although a full review of literature connecting 
teachers’ interactions to student engagement is 
beyond the scope of this chapter, we briefl y con-
sider the relations (a) between the quality of 
teacher-child relationships and racial and ethnic 
minority students’ engagement and (b) between 
teachers’ pedagogical practices and racial and 
ethnic minority students’ engagement. 

 The amount of teacher support (often defi ned 
as the extent to which teachers’ listen to, encour-
age, and respect students) and the quality of 
teacher-child relationships may be especially 
important to racial and ethnic minority students’ 
engagement in school because they may help stu-
dents navigate differences between home and 
school environments (Gay,  2000 ; Heath,  1983  ) , 
cope with experiences of discrimination, failure, 
and environmental risk (Faircloth & Hamm, 
 2005 ; Garcia-Reid,  2007 ; Garcia-Reid, Reid, & 
Peterson,  2005 ; Gay,  2000 ; Roeser, Strobel, & 
Quihuis,  2002  ) , and facilitate positive beliefs 
about learning and the importance of education 
(Skinner et al.,  2008 ; Strambler & Weinstein, 
 2010 ; Urden & Schoenfelder,  2006  ) . Some 
research suggests that strong teacher support may 
compensate for low support at home for Latino 
students. For example, in a study of low-income 
Latino middle and high school students, Brewster 
and Bowen  (  2004  )  found that students’ perceived 
support from teachers was negatively associated 
with students’ problem school behavior (i.e., 
showing up late for school, skipping class) and 
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positively associated with students’ emotional 
engagement (i.e., feelings about school). These 
associations were maintained even when account-
ing for family and home support effects. In fact, 
with regard to student problem behavior, once 
teacher support was entered into the equation, the 
relationship between parent support and behavior 
was no longer signifi cant. In a study of low-
income, Latino middle school students, students’ 
ratings of teacher closeness and trust were posi-
tively related to students’ behavioral engagement, 
after controlling for student achievement and the 
quality of the parent–child relationship (Murray, 
 2009  ) . There was a signifi cant interaction between 
parent–child and teacher-child relationships such 
that, having a positive teacher-child relationship 
seems to compensate for a poor parent–child 
relationship in terms of students’ reports of their 
school competence. 

 Although students’ positive feelings about 
their teacher correlate with other aspects of 
engagement with school, it is important to 
remember that students’ relationships with their 
teachers are dynamic and change over time. In 
the Longitudinal Immigration Student Adaptation 
Study, Green, Rhodes, Hirsch, Suárez-Orozco 
and Camic  (  2008  )  assessed students’ reports of 
their behavioral engagement, related to complet-
ing school work, turning in homework, and pay-
ing attention in class, over 3 years in a sample of 
Mexican and Central American immigrant stu-
dents (Green et al.,  2008  ) . Students’ perceptions 
of support from teachers and other adults at 
school were also assessed in each year. The aver-
age level of adult support across the 3 years was 
calculated for each student, and perceived sup-
port for each year was represented as a deviation 
from the 3 year average. Students’ reports of 
their behavioral engagement changed from year 
to year, and those changes mirrored changes in 
their reports of adult support at school. That is, 
when students perceived adult support to be 
lower than their average level of support across 
the 3 years, their self-reported level of behav-
ioral engagement was less. When students felt 
like they were receiving more support from 
adults at school, their behavioral engagement 
was higher. 

 The studies reviewed here support the general 
hypothesis that having supportive adult relation-
ships at school is positively correlated with racial 
and ethnic minority middle and high school stu-
dents’ behavioral and emotional engagement. 
However, most studies have examined the experi-
ence of older students and focused on student-
reported measures of engagement. In a recent 
study with African American and Latino elemen-
tary students from low-income backgrounds, 
Strambler and Weinstein  (  2010  )  examined the 
associations among students’ perceptions of 
teacher caring (e.g., my teacher likes me, my 
teacher really cares about me), negative teacher 
feedback (e.g., my teacher makes me feel bad 
when I do not have the right answer), and stu-
dents’ feelings about school and their behavioral 
engagement. On average, elementary students 
rated their teachers as being emotionally support-
ive, but student ratings of teacher emotional sup-
port were not associated with teachers’ ratings of 
student behavioral engagement (e.g., completing 
class work and homework, listening to and fol-
lowing directions), students’ valuing of education 
(e.g., caring about how one does in school), or 
students’ devaluing of education (e.g., not caring 
about grades, believing that learning is not impor-
tant). However, students’ perceptions of teachers 
as negative or unsupportive were positively related 
to students’ academic devaluing. Academic deval-
uing, in turn, was negatively related to students’ 
math and reading scores, but was not associated 
with teachers’ ratings of behavioral engagement. 
Although the fi ndings do not directly link teacher 
negativity to behavioral engagement, they do sug-
gest that, for younger students, who generally like 
their teachers, instances of negativity and insensi-
tivity may be very salient to children’s feelings 
about school and their achievement. 

 Teachers’ instructional practices may support 
racial and ethnic minority students’ engagement. 
Teachers who are sensitive to the challenges and 
needs of their minority students may use interac-
tion styles and pedagogical practices that capital-
ize on these students’ strengths and life 
experiences and, as a result, benefi t students’ 
engagement (Gay,  2000  ) . For example, in a case 
study of a diverse urban high school in California, 
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Conchas  (  2001  )  observed that teacher interac-
tions and the organizational features of the school 
appeared to be associated with immigrant and 
native-born Latino students’ emotional engage-
ment with peers at school. In this study, the per-
ceptions of students who participated in different 
academic programs within the high school (e.g., 
a health-related career academy, general educa-
tion program, Advanced Placement Program) 
were contrasted. Conchas argued that the struc-
ture and culture of these academic programs elic-
ited very different attitudes from the students. 
When a program was racially and ethnically 
diverse and teachers encouraged students to help 
each other so that all learned, it appeared that the 
Latino students were more likely to perceive their 
peers as being supportive, have cross racial- and 
ethnic-group friendships and feel empowered to 
learn (Conchas). 

 Unfortunately, many curricular approaches 
implemented with racial and ethnic minority stu-
dents, particularly those who are poor, have been 
criticized as being behaviorally based, punitive, 
and, over time, likely to lead to a decrease in stu-
dent engagement (Levine, Lowe, Peterson, & 
Tenoiro,  1995 ; Varenne & McDermott,  1998  ) . 
For example, in a case study of a second-grade 
class with Black, Latino, and White students and 
a young White teacher, Langhout and Mitchell 
 (  2008  )  documented the teacher’s implementation 
of a discipline strategy (i.e., the use of a behavior 
chart in which children’s cards are pulled by the 
teacher each time the child misbehaves) and its 
relation to students’ behavioral and emotional 
disengagement from the learning process. Their 
analyses show that Black and Latino boys were 
signifi cantly more likely to have their names 
moved on the behavioral chart, despite the fact 
that having one’s name moved did not increase or 
decrease the likelihood of a student’s name being 
pulled in the future (i.e., the discipline technique 
was not effective at reducing misbehavior). 
Qualitative analyses suggested that use of the 
chart was adversely related to Black and Latino 
boys’ behavioral and emotional engagement. 
Because many of the infractions occurred when 
the children were excited to participate and call 
out answers, the teacher’s response of telling 

children to raise their hands and then ignoring 
their response or pulling the student’s card or put-
ting him in time out appeared to result in feelings 
of rejection and behavioral disengagement (e.g., 
children cried, stopped participating, or were 
removed from the group). 

 As illustrated in the above study, the organiza-
tion of classroom activities may constrain the 
formation of teacher-student and student-student 
relationships because of the frequency of teacher 
reprimands and determination of who receives 
attention and assistance from the teacher (Bossert, 
 1979  ) . In studies of student engagement and the 
organization of classroom activities, high school 
students reported being less behaviorally engaged 
during whole-group instruction as compared to 
during small group or individual work time 
(Shernoff, Csikszentmihalyi, Schneider, & 
Shernoff,  2003  ) . Research on ethnic minority 
children’s early childhood experiences docu-
ments that Latino and African American children 
spend signifi cantly less time in free choice activi-
ties and signifi cantly more time in teacher-led 
assigned time and African American children 
spend signifi cantly more time engaged in routine 
activities, such as meals or lining up (Early et al., 
 2010  ) . The amount of teacher-directed instruc-
tional time continues to increase into fi rst grade 
(La Paro, Rimm-Kaufman, & Pianta,  2006  ) . 

 The instructional experiences of racial and 
ethnic minority students in US schools often do 
not refl ect the preferred values and correspond-
ing behaviors that are refl ected in the home cul-
tures of many racial and ethnic minority children 
(Gay,  2000 ; Gutierrez & Rogoff,  2003 ; Heath, 
 1983  ) . For example, sharing, cooperation, and 
primacy of group needs over individual needs 
are commonly held values among American 
Indian People, and competitive behavior is often 
inhibited (Deyhle,  1995 ; Sanders,  1987 ; Yates, 
 1987  ) . In mainstream schools, which generally 
emphasize individualism and teacher-directed 
learning, American Indian children may be per-
ceived as being unmotivated or unengaged 
because of their unwillingness to compete 
(Castagno, McKinley, Brayboy,  2008  ) . 
Differences in rules of speaking, listening, and 
turn taking in conversations may make it more 
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diffi cult for American Indian children to participate 
in classroom activities (Greenbaum,  1985 ; 
Sanders,  1987  ) . 

 Research on African American students also 
emphasizes the importance of communalism (i.e., 
belief in a fundamental interdependence of peo-
ple) to African American students’ learning expe-
riences outside of school (Tyler, Boykin, Boelter, 
& Dillihunt,  2005  ) .    Boykin, Tyler and Miller 
 (  2005  )  found that many African American stu-
dents gravitate toward verve-related learning 
behaviors, meaning that students demonstrated a 
preference for higher levels of movement or audi-
tory stimulation. The relationship between verve 
and student engagement and achievement was 
demonstrated by Cole and Boykin  (  2008  )  in a 
study examining the role that music and move-
ment experiences might have on children’s learn-
ing of a story that was read to them and their 
mood during the experience. In the fi rst experi-
ment, 48 African American children were 
randomly assigned to one of four treatment 
conditions, while in the second experiment they 
were assigned to one of the four conditions or a 
control condition. Each was read a story and 
either exposed to (a) syncopated music with 
movement, (b) syncopated music without move-
ment, (c) nonsyncopated music with movement, 
(d) nonsyncopated music without movement, or 
(e) no music and no movement (control; study 2) 
during the reading. In experiment one, fourth-
grade children’s ability to recall the story was 
highest in the syncopated music and movement 
condition and lowest in the nonsyncopated music 
without movement condition. In experiment two, 
fourth graders demonstrated better story recall 
under the syncopated music and movement con-
dition, but sixth graders performed higher on the 
story recall task in the nonsyncopated music, low 
movement condition. In experiment 2 undertaken 
with 128 fourth- and sixth-grade students, both 
fourth- and sixth-grade children performed the 
lowest in the control (no music, no movement) 
condition. Although more research is needed, 
these data suggest that younger African American 
students may benefi t from an educational context 
that incorporates the music and movement of 
their home culture. 

 In general, the quality of students’ relationships 
at school and the nature of teacher-student inter-
actions appear to be related to racial and ethnic 
minority students’ engagement and achievement 
(e.g., Decker et al.,  2007 ; Furrer & Skinner,  2003 ; 
Griffi th,  2002 ; Wentzel,  1997  ) . Children who 
report having supportive teachers are more likely 
to be engaged in learning engagement behaviors. 
In addition, in some cases, having a racial or eth-
nic match between teachers and students may be 
benefi cial to student engagement and subsequent 
school achievement. This may occur as a result of 
positive teacher beliefs about children’s ability to 
learn, having an ethnic minority role model in the 
classroom, or through ethnic minority teachers’ 
ability to possibly create less discontinuity between 
home and school environments. Unfortunately, 
given the limited number of studies to date and 
with few exceptions, their correlational nature, 
making any causal inferences about these relation-
ships is problematic.    

   Conclusions 

 The underachievement of African American, 
Latino, and Native American students in the 
United States has been partially attributed to poor 
engagement in school (e.g., Connell et al.,  1994 ; 
Steele,  1997  ) . However, the relation between 
engagement and school achievement is not a sim-
ple one. Somewhat paradoxically, social scien-
tists have noted that on some dimensions of 
engagement, underachieving minority students 
have indicated stronger engagement relative to 
their higher achieving peers (e.g., Dotterer et al., 
 2009 ; Johnson et al.,  2001 ; Mickelson,  1990 ; 
Shernoff & Schmidt,  2008  ) . In some instances, 
for example, minority students more strongly 
endorse the value or importance of education 
compared to White students even though the 
minority students do less well in school (e.g., 
Mickelson,  1990    ; Shernoff & Schmidt,  2008  ) . 
Similarly, self-report measures of emotional 
engagement (e.g., belonging, feeling a part of 
school) may result in different engagement sce-
narios compared to teacher reports of students’ 
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behavioral engagement (Shernoff & Schmidt). 
In this chapter, we have considered a number of 
factors that are associated with racial and ethnic 
minority students’ engagement with school, and a 
number of key themes have emerged. 

 First, ethnic or cultural membership appears 
to be a critical feature related to racial and ethnic 
minority schoolchildren’s valuing of, beliefs 
about, and engagement in school. In contrast to 
the cultural ecological perspective (e.g., Ogbu, 
 1986  ) , it appears that having a strong racial or 
ethnic identity can coexist with or encompass a 
strong academic identity (e.g., Bingham et al., 
 2001 ; Chavous et al.,  2003 ; Smalls et al.,  2007  ) . 
It may be that having a strong ethnic identity 
along with a bicultural identity—one that main-
tains that achieving within the mainstream cul-
ture is appropriate for members of one’s racial or 
ethnic minority group—is the key to minority 
students’ becoming engaged in school (e.g., 
Okagaki et al.,  2009 ;    Oyserman et al.,  2001, 
  2003  ) . As suggested by social identity theorists 
and researchers, people belong to multiple groups 
at any given time; they have multiple social iden-
tities. It is the interplay among those social 
identities that directs behavior. For ethnic minor-
ity students, their ethnic, bicultural, and academic 
identities may work together to support, or be at 
odds in relation to, the student’s motivation for, 
engagement in, and performance in school. 

 Second, perception of discrimination gener-
ally appears to be negatively associated with stu-
dents’ engagement (Dotterer et al.,  2009 ; Okagaki 
et al.,  1996 ; Taylor et al.,  1994  ) , but this relation 
may be mediated by students’ belief in the instru-
mental importance of school (Taylor et al.). Belief 
in the pragmatic importance of education 
(Bingham et al.,  2001 ; Mickelson,  1990  )  is posi-
tively related to students’ engagement and 
achievement, as is having a bicultural identity, 
one that includes participation and achievement 
in the mainstream culture (Bingham et al.,  2001 ; 
Oyserman et al.,  2003  ) . In addition, the negative 
relation between discrimination and engagement 
may be moderated by having a strong ethnic 
identity, at least for girls (Dotterer et al.). 

 Third, peers, teachers, and parents clearly 
matter to children’s educational experiences. For 

example, although there is great diversity in 
parents’ ideas about education, how children 
learn, what children need to do to succeed in 
school, and what parents should do to support 
their child’s education, parents of racial and ethnic 
minority youth who have (a) strong and clear 
academic expectations for their child, (b) predict-
able family routines, and (c) good relationships 
with their child are more likely to have children 
who are engaged in school (Annunziata et al., 
 2006 ; Murray,  2009 ; Sirin & Rogers-Sirin,  2005 ; 
Taylor & Lopez,  2005  ) . Similar to parental sup-
port at home, peer support at school appears to 
matter to engagement. Students who have access 
to same-ethnic peers, have friends who value 
education, and have peer social support at school, 
particularly a best friend, appear to do better than 
students who do not have these peer resources 
(Brown et al.,  2008 ; Gonzalez,  2009 ; Ryan,  2000 ; 
Shin et al.,  2007 ; Vaquera,  2009  ) . Finally, teach-
ers appear to be a crucial component in ethnic 
minority students’ engagement processes, with 
the quality of teacher-child relationships, teach-
ers’ expectations for ethnic minority students’ 
learning, and teachers’ pedagogical practices all 
appearing to be related to students’ engagement 
or disengagement from the learning process 
(Crosnoe et al.,  2004 ; Faircloth & Hamm,  2005 ; 
Ferguson,  2003 ; Skinner et al.,  2008 ; Urden & 
Schoenfelder,  2006  ) . 

 There is so much that we still do not know 
about factors that support and inhibit the school 
engagement of racial and ethnic minority stu-
dents. Among the most promising lines of 
research are studies that explicitly examine the 
relations between engagement with school, eth-
nicity, and their interactions with multiple fac-
tors, such as studies by Dotterer et al.  (  2009  ) , 
Murray  (  2009  ) , and Taylor and colleagues  (  1994  ) . 
It is only by systematically looking at the interac-
tions among many factors that we are likely to 
establish clear understandings of the relations 
between ethnicity and engagement. 

 Finally, although many have theorized that 
cultural discontinuity between children’s home 
and school contexts inhibits racial and ethnic 
minority students’ engagement in school, few 
have attempted to measure that discontinuity and 
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explicitly examine the link between discontinuity 
and students’ cognitive, emotional, and behav-
ioral engagement. As posited earlier, one reason 
that teachers perceive minority students to be less 
engaged in school relative to their peers is because 
teachers, particularly those who are White, may 
not understand when students are engaging in 
behaviors consistent with their home cultures 
(e.g., Deyhle,  1995 ; Tyler et al.,  2008  ) . We need 
better identifi cation of the discontinuities between 
home and school cultures. We need to know 
which differences matter and how much of that 
difference actually matters. 

 Public education in the United States is a com-
plex enterprise. Public schools are responsible 
for providing an education that will enable stu-
dents from all backgrounds to learn and succeed. 
Behavioral scientists may not be able to quickly 
identify all of the ways in which the cultural 
norms of ethnic and racial minority groups differ 
from those of the mainstream culture, but per-
haps, we can move with speed toward identifying 
those differences that may make a substantial dif-
ference in the engagement and achievement of 
racial and ethnic minority students. It is encour-
aging to fi nd that supportive teacher-child rela-
tionships are associated with better engagement 
among racial and ethnic minority children (e.g., 
Green et al.,  2008 ; Murray,  2009  )  and that sup-
portive teacher-child relationships may be able to 
buffer low support from home (Brewster & 
Bowen,  2004 ; Murray). Can researchers expedi-
ently take the next steps and identify those behav-
iors that lead to positive teacher-child relationships 
for minority students and then train teachers to 
engage in such behaviors? For the sake of current 
and future ethnic minority children and youth in 
US schools, we certainly hope so.      
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  Abstract 

 This chapter considers the relationships of student engagement with 
 academic achievement, graduating from high school, and entering post-
secondary schooling. Older and newer models of engagement are described 
and critiqued, and four common components are identifi ed. Research on 
the relationship of each component with academic outcomes is reviewed. 
The main themes are that engagement is essential for learning, that engage-
ment is multifaceted with behavioral and psychological components, that 
engagement and disengagement are developmental and occur over a period 
of years, and that student engagement can be modifi ed through school 
policies and practices to improve the prognoses of students at risk. The 
chapter concludes with a 13-year longitudinal study that shows the rela-
tionships of academic achievement, behavioral and affective engagement, 
and dropping out of high school.    

   Student Engagement: What is it? Why 
does it matter?    

 This chapter considers the relationships of stu-
dent engagement with academic achievement, 
graduating from high school, and entering post-
secondary schooling. The concept of engagement 
has emerged as a way to understand—and 
improve—outcomes for students whose perfor-
mance is marginal or poor. The idea that engage-
ment behaviors can be manipulated to enhance 
educational performance promises signifi cant 
payoff for students at risk of school failure. 

 In this chapter, early and more recent models 
of engagement are described together with the 

    J.  D.   Finn   (*)
     Graduate School of Education , 
 The State University of New York at Buffalo , 
  Buffalo ,  NY   14260 ,  USA       
e-mail:  fi nn@buffalo.edu  

     K.  S.   Zimmer  
     Department of Elementary Education , 
 St. Bonaventure University ,   St. Bonaventure , 
 NY   14778-9800 ,  USA    
e-mail:  kzimmer@sbu.edu   

      Student    Engagement: What Is It? 
Why Does It Matter?       

     Jeremy   D.   Finn       and    Kayla   S.   Zimmer           



98 J.D. Finn and K.S. Zimmer

components of each model. Also, early and more 
recent research showing the relationship of these 
components to academic achievement and attain-
ment is summarized. A fi rst look at new longitu-
dinal data on student engagement in grades 4 and 
8, academic achievement, and high school gradu-
ation is described, showing the longitudinal 
nature of students’ school engagement and disen-
gagement. The chapter concludes by summariz-
ing the reasons to focus on engagement (and 
disengagement) when addressing problems of 
low achievement and dropping out. Different 
terms are used for engagement in this chapter; 
both  student engagement  and  school engagement  
are used to connote  students’ engagement in 
school .  

   Engagement and Risk 

 The recent emphasis on student engagement has 
evolved along with our understanding of what it 
means for students to be at risk. The ideas of risk 
and risk factors derive largely from medicine. 
The Centers for Disease Control (CDC) defi ned 
health risk factors as “events, conditions, and 
behaviors in the life of any individual modify the 
probability of occurrence of death and disease for 
that individual when compared to others …in the 
[same] general population” (Breslow et al.,  1985 , 
p. I-1). As an illustration, risk factors for car-
diovascular disease (CVD) that cannot be 
altered—“conditions”—have been identifi ed in 
epidemiological studies; these include variables 
such as gender, ethnicity, family history, and 
aging. Others risk factors are health outcomes at 
one point in time—“events”—but become precur-
sors of CVD at later points in time, for example, 
obesity, hypertension, and hypercholesterolemia. 

 The parallel to educational risk is clear. 
Research has identifi ed a number of factors 
associated with educational failure and dropping 
out. Status risk factors (“conditions”) are sociodemo-
graphic characteristics that are diffi cult or impos-
sible to alter through school-based interventions. 
Family socioeconomic status (SES), race/ethnicity, 
whether or not English is spoken in the home, 
family structure, and early pregnancy/parenthood 

are all highly related to academic outcomes. 
Educational risk factors (“events”) are educa-
tional outcomes at one age/grade that interfere 
with later academic achievement and educational 
attainment. Low grades and test performance in 
the early grades, in-grade retention, and student 
misbehavior are associated with more severe 
problems in later grades including school failure 
and dropping out (see Rumberger & Lim,  2008  ) . 
Mild forms of school misbehavior in early grades 
can even escalate to acts of delinquency in later 
years (Broidy et al.,  2003 ; Loeber & Stouthamer-
Loeber,  1998  ) . Dropping out is an educational 
risk factor—an outcome of earlier school experi-
ences that becomes an obstacle to further 
schooling. 

 Like medical risk factors, status and educa-
tional risk factors cluster, that is, multiple factors 
tend to occur in the same individuals (Berenson, 
 1986 ; Finn,  1989  ) . The correlations among sta-
tus risk factors are well documented, and aca-
demic risk factors tend to cluster because 
academic problems in one grade make success in 
the following grades more diffi cult (Alexander, 
Entwisle, & Kabbani,  2001 ; Rumberger,  2001  ) . 
For this reason, virtually every discussion of 
dropping out or delinquency refers to the inter-
dependency with low academic performance, 
early behavior problems, and gender, race, and 
SES. The picture presented by status and aca-
demic risk factors gives educators little reason to 
expect that prognoses for at-risk students can be 
improved. 

 Research focusing on behavioral risk factors 
(the “behavior” component of the CDC defi ni-
tion) addresses the question “what do some stu-
dents at risk due to status or educational risk 
factors  feel  and  do  to be academically success-
ful?” The attitudes and behaviors that answer this 
question have been termed school engagement, 
that is, “the attention…investment, and effort 
students expend in the work of school” (Marks, 
 2000 , p. 155). Engagement behaviors include the 
everyday tasks needed for learning, for example, 
attending school and classes, following teachers’ 
directions, completing in-class and out-of-class 
assignments, and holding positive attitudes about 
particular subject areas and about school in 
general. Because of its direct relationship with 
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academic performance and inverse relationship 
with negative outcomes, school engagement has 
been viewed as a protective factor with respect to 
educational risk (Finn & Rock,  1997 ; Resnick 
et al.,  1997 ; Steinberg & Avenevoli,  1998  ) . 

 Disengaged students are those who do not par-
ticipate actively in class and school activities, do 
not become cognitively involved in learning, do not 
fully develop or maintain a sense of school belong-
ing, and/or exhibit inappropriate or counterproduc-
tive behavior. All of these risk behaviors reduce the 
likelihood of school success. Disengaged students 
may have entered school without adequate cogni-
tive or social skills, fi nd it diffi cult to learn basic 
engagement behaviors, and fail to develop positive 
attitudes that perpetuate their participation in class, 
or they may have entered school with marginal or 
positive habits that become attenuated due to unad-
dressed academic diffi culties, dysfunctional inter-
actions with teachers or administrators, or strong 
ties to other disengaged students. These students 
may begin what Rumberger  (  1987  )  has described 
as a gradual process of disengagement often lead-
ing to dropping out (see also Wehlage, Rutter, 
Smith, Lesko, & Fernandez,  1989  ) . 

   Why Does Engagement Matter? 

 The engagement/disengagement perspective 
is helpful to educators searching for strategies to 
reduce the likelihood of school failure; for these 
reasons:

    • Engagement behaviors are easily understood 
by practitioners as being essential to learning.  
Further, the relationship between engagement 
behavior and academic performance is con-
fi rmed repeatedly by empirical research.  
   • Engagement behaviors can be seen in parallel 
forms in early and later years.  As a result, 
dropping out of school can be understood as 
an endpoint of a process of withdrawal that 
may have had its beginnings in the elementary 
or middle grades. Students at risk of school 
failure or dropping out can be identifi ed ear-
lier rather than later.  
   • Remaining engaged—persistence—is itself an 
important outcome of schooling.  Forms of 
persistence range from continuing to work on 

a diffi cult class problem to graduating from 
high school to entering and completing post-
secondary studies.  
   • Engagement behaviors are responsive to 
teachers’ and schools’ practices, allowing 
for the possibility of improving achievement 
and attainment for students experiencing 
diffi culties along the way.  (See section 
“ Responsiveness to the school and class-
room context ” in this chapter).      

   Early and Newer Models 
of Engagement 

 Student engagement (and disengagement) was 
conceptualized in the 1980s as a way to under-
stand and reduce student boredom, alienation, 
and dropping out. Educators argued that the 
school setting mediates student involvement and 
engagement which are, in turn, necessary for 
learning (Newmann,  1981 ; Newmann, Wehlage, 
& Lamborn,  1992 ; Wehlage et al.,  1989  ) . 
Engagement was defi ned as “the student’s psy-
chological investment in and effort directed 
toward learning, understanding, or mastering the 
knowledge, skills, or crafts that academic work is 
intended to promote” (Newmann,  1992 , p. 12). 

 One set of models emphasized the role of 
school context. Newmann  (  1981  )  argued that 
only major school reform could reduce student 
alienation and increase engagement. Six guiding 
principles were identifi ed as promising: reforms 
that encourage voluntary choice on the part of 
students and student participation in policy deci-
sions, maintain clear and consistent educational 
goals, keep school sizes small, encourage coop-
erative student–staff relationships, and provide 
an authentic curriculum. The need for school 
reform was echoed by Wehlage et al.  (  1989  )  who 
analyzed dropout prevention programs reputed to 
be effective, concluding that developing a strong 
sense of community with which students could 
identify is of paramount importance. As a result 
of the analysis, a “theory of dropout prevention” 
was forwarded that asserted: (a) social–cultural 
conditions and student problems and impediments 
affect two aspects of student behavior, educational 
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engagement and school membership, and (b) these 
in turn affect students’ educational achievements. 

 Other models emphasize intrapersonal dynam-
ics. A “self-system process model” was proposed 
based on the assumption that humans have basic 
needs for competence, autonomy, and relatedness 
(Connell,  1990 ; Connell & Wellborn,  1991  ) . Self-
system processes, that is, appraisals of the self in 
relation to ongoing activity, are generated as a 
means to evaluate whether these basic needs are 
being met. If not, internal adjustments regarding 
the needs may be made. These processes are 
assumed to develop within an individual through-
out the lifespan and to be affected by cultural 
context and interactions with others. 

 The action that results from self-system pro-
cesses may take positive or negative forms, in 
particular, engagement or disaffection; these, in 
turn, are followed by the development of skills, 
social behavior, and adjustment (Connell & 
Wellborn,  1991 ; Skinner, Kindermann, Connell, 
& Wellborn,  2009  ) . The self-system model asserts 
that schools that support competence, autonomy, 
and relatedness have higher levels of student 
engagement and academic success (Connell, 
Spencer, & Aber,  1994  ) . Empirical studies have 
documented these relationships in diverse sam-
ples of elementary and secondary school children 
(Connell et al.,  1994 ; Klem & Connell,  2004 ; 
Patrick, Skinner, & Connell,  1993  ) . 

   Participation-Identifi cation Model 

 A third model had features of both the contextual 
and intrapersonal views. The participation-iden-
tifi cation model (Finn,  1989  )  explained how 
behavior and affect interact to impact the likeli-
hood of academic success. The behavioral com-
ponent (participation) referred to the behaviors 
students engage in that involve them in the activi-
ties of the classroom and school. These include 
basic learning behaviors (e.g., paying attention to 
the teacher, responding to teacher’s questions, 
completing assignments), initiative-taking behav-
iors (e.g., engaging in help-seeking activities, 
doing more than the minimally required work, 
suggesting new ways to look at material being 

taught), and engaging in academic extracurricular 
activities. Participation also included the social 
tasks of school, for example, attending classes 
and school, following classroom rules, interact-
ing positively and appropriate with teachers and 
peers, and not disrupting the class. The four types 
of behavior were originally combined under one 
umbrella (participation) but have been viewed as 
distinct in more recent work. 

 The affective component (identifi cation) 
referred to students’ “feelings of being a signifi -
cant member of the school community, having a 
sense of inclusion in school…   ” as well as the 
“recognition of school as both a social institution 
and a tool for facilitating personal development” 
(Voelkl,  1997 , p. 296). The fi rst of these has been 
referred to as “belonging,” “school membership,” 
“bonding,” “school connectedness,” and “attach-
ment” by other researchers. The second was 
termed “valuing.” 

 The participation-identifi cation model (Fig.  5.1 ) 
described a cycle that begins with early forms of 
student behavior (participation), leading over 
time to bonding with school (identifi cation) and, 
in turn, to continued participation. The cycle has 
been described as follows.  

 Ideally, a child begins school as a willing 
participant. He or she is

  …drawn to participate initially by encouragement 
from home and by classroom activities. Over time, 
participation continues as long as the individual 
has the minimal ability needed to perform required 
tasks and as long as instruction is clear and appro-
priate. There must be a reasonable probability that 
the student will experience some degree of aca-
demic success. As the student progresses through 
the grades and autonomy increases, participation 
and success may be experienced in a variety of 
ways, both within and outside the classroom. These 
experiences encourage a student’s sense of identi-
fi cation with school and continuing participation. 
(Finn,  1989 , p. 129)   

 According to the model, behavior in the early 
grades is considered an important ingredient of 
school success. The classroom and school con-
text need to be conducive to students’ develop-
ing a sense of school identifi cation; positive 
rewards for achievement are especially important. 
Less-than-successful experiences are inevitable 
for all children, but the self-sustaining nature of 
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the participation-identifi cation cycle serves a 
protective function that enables students to navi-
gate those situations. 

 On the negative side,

  …Students lacking the necessary encouragement 
at home may arrive at school predisposed to non-
participation and nonidentifi cation. While excep-
tional teachers may engage the interest of some of 
these students, others may resist participation, 
becoming distracted, bored, or restless, avoiding 
the teachers’ attention or failing to respond appro-
priately to questions. In later years, minimal com-
pliance or total noncompliance with course 
requirements may persist. Students may refuse to 
participate in class discussions, turn in assignments 
late, or arrive late or unprepared for class. As aca-
demic requirements become more demanding, this 
behavior can result in marginal or failing course 
grades. These students do not have the encourage-
ment to continue participating provided by positive 
outcomes. If the pattern is allowed to continue, 
identifi cation with school becomes increasingly 
unlikely. (Finn,  1989 , p. 130)   

 This sequence of events can lead to disengage-
ment and dropping out, but other avenues can 
also lead to these outcomes. Some students make 
reasoned decisions that time off (“stopping out”) 
work or family care is preferable at this point in 
life. Others may begin school as full participants 
but encounter obstacles (e.g., disciplinary mea-
sures) that cause them to withdraw. Nevertheless, 
“without a consistent pattern of participation and 
the reinforcement provided by success experi-
ences, the emotional ingredient needed to maintain 
a student’s involvement or to overcome the occa-
sional adversity is lacking” (p. 130). 

 The ideas of participation and identifi cation 
were not as new to educators so much as the way 
they were assembled into a developmental cycle. 
The relationship between participation and aca-
demic achievement has been studied for decades. 
Attendance is a well-established factor in aca-
demic performance (deJung & Duckworth,  1986 ; 
Weitzman et al.,  1985  ) . Inattentive and disruptive 
behavior were identifi ed by psychologist George 
Spivack and his colleagues as having strong cor-
relations with achievement test scores among 
students in grades 1 through 6 ( r ’s from 0.15 to 
0.74; Swift & Spivack,  1968  )  and in grades 7 
through 12 ( r ’s from 0.26 to 0.32; Swift & 
Spivack,  1969  ) . The study of “time on task” or 
“engaged time”—the period of time during which 
a student is actively engaged in a learning activ-
ity—produced a number of studies of the connec-
tions between classroom behavior and learning 
(Anderson,  1975 ; Berliner,  1990 ; Fisher et al., 
 1980  ) . As an example, Anderson  (  1975  )  rated 
students in seventh through ninth grade as being 
“on task” or “off task” at regular time intervals 
and calculated the percentage of intervals that 
each student was on task. This measure yielded 
correlations between  r  = 0.59 and  r  = 0.66 with 
performance in particular math units. Follow-up 
studies also assessed the context, events, and 
instructional mode at each time interval in order 
to understand the factors that promote participa-
tion (Anderson & Scott,  1978  ) . 

 Later research continued to fi nd a strong rela-
tionship of participation with academic achievement. 

Participation in School 
Activities

• Respond to requirements

• Class related Initiative

• Extracurricular activities

Successful 
Performance 

Outcomes

Identification with
School

• Belonging

• Valuing

Quality of 
Instruction Abilities

  Fig. 5.1    Participation-identifi cation model       
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This comes as little surprise given the obvious 
importance of behavioral engagement for learning 
class material. One investigation correlated 
teacher reports of “effort,” “initiative-taking,” 
“negative behavior,” and “inattentive behavior” 
with achievement tests in over 1,000 fourth 
graders (Finn, Pannozzo, & Voelkl,  1995  ) . Corre-
lations with end-of-year achievement scores 
were all signifi cant at  p  < .001 and in the expected 
directions;  r ’s ranged from 0.18 to 0.59. 

 Affective engagement has also been studied 
for some time. For example, sociologists hypoth-
esized that identifi cation with conventional insti-
tutions, including school and the workplace, 
serves to inhibit misbehavior (Hirschi,  1969 ; 
Kanungo,  1979 ; Liska & Reed,  1985  ) . Affective 
engagement in this work was termed attachment, 
involvement, or bonding, and the obverse was 
termed social isolation or alienation. Research in 
school settings demonstrated that feelings of 
alienation are related to delinquency and drop-
ping out and weakly related to academic perfor-
mance (Elliott & Voss,  1974 ; Hindelang,  1973 ; 
Hirschi,  1969  ) . In the Hirschi and Hindelang 
studies, large samples of middle- and high school 
students were administered questionnaires that 
included indicators of attachment/alienation and 
a measure of delinquent behavior called 
“recency.” In both studies, the percentage of 
high-attachment students who were low on 
recency was substantially greater than the per-
centage of low-attachment students who were 
low on recency (e.g., 68% compared to 33% and 
64% compared to 34% for two attachment indi-
cators in the Hirschi study). This was interpreted 
as showing that school attachment inhibits nega-
tive behavior. 

 In the Elliott and Voss  (  1974  )  study, over 2,600 
high school students responded to questionnaires 
that yielded measures of normlessness and school 
isolation. The correlations of normlessness with 
delinquency ranged from  r  = 0.59 to  r  = 0.63 and 
with dropping out from  r  = 0.30 to  r  = 0.32; 
the correlations of school isolation with delin-
quency ranged from  r  = 0.27 to  r  = 0.34 and with 
dropping out from  r  = 0.20 to  r  = 0.26 (all signifi -
cant at  p  < .01). More recent research indicates 
that affective engagement is related directly to 
student behavior and persistence and indirectly to 

academic achievement (see “ Affective engage-
ment ” in this chapter).  

   Newer Models 

 Other models of engagement have been for-
warded in recent years with three, four, or more 
components (e.g., Appleton, Christenson, Kim, 
& Reschly,  2006 ; Darr, Ferral, & Stephanou, 
 2008 ; Fredricks, Blumenfeld, & Paris,  2004 ; 
Jimerson, Campos, & Greif,  2003 ; Libbey,  2004 ; 
Luckner, Englund, Coffey, & Nuno,  2006 ; 
Rumberger & Lim,  2008  ) . Although different 
terminology makes comparison diffi cult, four 
dimensions appear repeatedly. Three correspond 
to the behavior component of the participation-
identifi cation model, and one corresponds to the 
affective component.

    • Academic engagement  refers to behaviors 
related directly to the learning process, for 
example, attentiveness and completing assign-
ments in class and at home or augmenting 
learning through academic extracurricular 
activities. Certain minimal “threshold” levels 
of academic engagement are essential for 
learning to occur.  
   • Social engagement  refers to the extent to 
which a student follows written and unwritten 
classroom rules of behavior, for example, 
coming to school and class on time, interact-
ing appropriately with teachers and peers, and 
not exhibiting antisocial behaviors such as 
withdrawing from participation in learning 
activities or disrupting the work of other stu-
dents. While a high degree of social engage-
ment may facilitate greater learning, a low 
degree of social engagement usually interferes 
with learning, that is, it serves to moderate the 
connection between academic engagement 
and achievement.  
   • Cognitive engagement  is the expenditure of 
thoughtful energy needed to comprehend com-
plex ideas in order to go beyond the minimal 
requirements. 1  Behaviors indicative of cognitive 
engagement include: asking questions for the 

   1   Adapted from Fredericks et al.  (  2004 , p. 60).  
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clarifi cation of concepts, persisting with diffi cult 
tasks, reading more than the material assigned, 
reviewing material learned previously, studying 
sources of information beyond those required, 
and using self-regulation and other cognitive 
strategies to guide learning. High levels of cog-
nitive engagement facilitate students’ learning of 
complex material.  
   • Affective engagement  is a level of emotional 
response characterized by feelings of involve-
ment in school as a place and a set of activities 
worth pursuing. Affective engagement pro-
vides the incentive for students to participate 
behaviorally and to persist in school endeav-
ors. Affectively engaged students feel included 
in the school community and that school is a 
signifi cant part of their own lives (belonging), 
and recognize that school provides tools for 
out-of-school accomplishments (valuing).    
 The components are summarized in Table  5.1 . 

The fi rst three indicate dynamism, or pull or, to 
use Marks’s  (  2000  )  term, “investment.” Affective 
engagement provides motivation for the invest-
ment of energy the others require. The four com-
ponents may be exhibited by a student to different 
extents so it is diffi cult to label students as 
“engaged” or “disengaged.” But the components 
tend to be highly intercorrelated so that some 
students are highly engaged, and others disen-
gaged, on multiple dimensions. This is likely to 
have a profound effect on their achievement and 
persistence.  

 There is a fi ne line between academic and 
cognitive engagement. Academic engagement 
refers to observable behaviors exhibited when a 
student participates in class work; this was called 
“participation” in the participation-identifi cation 
model (Finn,  1989  ) . Cognitive engagement is an 
internal investment of cognitive energy, roughly 
speaking, the thought processes needed to attain 
more than a minimal understanding of the course 
content. 

   Measurement Issues 
 The measures used to assess student engagement 
usually include  indicators  of engagement or dis-
engagement in addition to questions that address 

the components directly (see Table  5.1 ). For 
example, a self-report instrument for assessing 
affective engagement might include questions 
about feelings of belonging (e.g., “I feel con-
nected to my school”) plus other questions about 
relationships with teachers and classmates. An 
assessment of cognitive engagement might 
include students’ actual recall of the processes a 
student used to solve a problem plus other behav-
iors that suggest cognitive engagement (e.g., 
“Student uses a dictionary or the Internet on his/
her own to seek information.” Student does more 
than just the assigned work). These two types of 
engagement—cognitive and affective—often 
require indirect measures because of the diffi -
culty of assessing internal states directly 
(Appleton et al.,  2006  ) . 

 Table  5.1  is intended to defi ne and delimit the 
components of engagement, but is not intended 
as an invitation to list every variable correlated 
with engagement. Some scales that purport to 
measure engagement include antecedents or 
consequences of engagement that lie outside the 
limits of the concept. We agree with Fredricks 
and colleagues  (  2004  )  that students’ perceptions 
of their own abilities, parental support, peer 
acceptance, teacher expectations, and other dif-
fi cult-to-change contextual factors should be 
considered as antecedents. Academic accom-
plishments and graduating or dropping out are 
consequences. Even theory-based and well-
thought-out scales obfuscate this distinction. 
One set of instruments includes items about 
students’ perceptions of their peers, mobility, 
retention in grade, parental support, academic 
performance, and drug and alcohol use, incorpo-
rating both antecedents and outcomes in their 
defi nition of engagement (Luckner et al.,  2006  ) . 
Others include questions about the fairness of 
school rules, the appropriateness of the tests 
given, parental support, feelings of safety in 
school, the extent to which school facilitates 
student autonomy, and the extent to which teachers 
like and support the student (Appleton et al., 
 2006 ;    Darr,  2009 ; Luckner et al.,  2006  ) . These 
may all be antecedents of engagement, but none 
meets our criteria for engagement itself. 
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 Clear defi nitions are also made diffi cult by 
attempts to sweep other terms under one umbrella. 
Liking for school, boredom, and anxiety are just 
that—liking for school, boredom, and anxiety 
(cf. Fredricks et al.,  2004  ) ; no constructive pur-
pose is served by calling them engagement. Yet 
some research and several reviews have included 
these and a plethora of other variables under the 
engagement umbrella (Jimerson et al.,  2003 ; 
Libbey,  2004  ) . The issue of defi nition needs fur-
ther attention. Engagement models can be used to 
bolster student performance only to the extent 
that the components—and engagement itself—
are well defi ned and easy for practitioners to 
understand.  

   Motivation and Engagement 
 The concepts of academic motivation and engage-
ment appear to have much in common, some-
times leading to confusion. Indeed, the National 
Research Council book  Engaging Schools   (  2004  )  
used the terms simultaneously throughout 
(including a section title “Practices Enhancing 
Motivation and Engagement”) (p. 172), without 
discussing similarities or differences. Academic 
motivation, a form germane to educational per-
formance, has been defi ned as “a general desire 
or disposition to succeed in academic work and 
in the more specifi c tasks of school” (Newmann 
et al.,  1992 , p. 13). Affective engagement—but 
not academic, social, or cognitive engagement—
is also an internal state that provides the impetus 
to participate in certain academic behaviors. 
According to both motivational and engagement 
models, the actual behaviors are shaped by the 
context in which they occur. 

 Differences between the constructs are largely 
a matter of focus. Theories of motivation (e.g., 
Connell & Wellborn,  1991 ; Maslow,  1970 ; 
McClelland,  1985  )  attribute its source to inner 
drives to meet underlying psychological needs, 
for example, the needs for competence, auton-
omy, and relatedness in the self-system model of 
Connell and Wellborn. Theories of engagement 
(e.g., Finn,  1989 ; Hirschi,  1969 ; Newmann,  1981 ; 
Voelkl,  1997  )  describe the development of affective 
engagement as starting with early behavior pat-

terns and external motivators and gradually 
becoming internalized; the focus is on daily expe-
riences and interactions with others. 

 Affective engagement is usually viewed 
more narrowly than is motivation or academic 
motivation. According to engagement models, it 
serves as a driving force for a specifi c set of 
school-related behaviors and interacts with 
those behaviors throughout the school years 
(Appleton et al.,  2006 ; Finn,  1989,   1993 ; 
Fredricks et al.,  2004 ; Furrer & Skinner,  2003 ; 
Newmann et al.,  1992  ) .

The research summarized in this chapter 
shows that affective engagement is more highly 
related to behavioral forms of engagement than 
to academic achievement (see review that fol-
lows). Because of its connection with behaviors 
conducive to learning, it may be more for help-
ful for understanding and enhancing educational 
outcomes than the broader concept of 
motivation.    

   Responsiveness to the School 
and Classroom Context 

 According to the developmental models of 
engagement of Connell  (  1990  )  and Finn  (  1989  ) , 
many factors impact school engagement includ-
ing the school context and the attitudes and 
behaviors of peers, parents, teachers, and other 
signifi cant adults. It is outside the purview of this 
chapter to review the antecedents of engagement. 
However, it is a basic tenet of the concept that it 
is responsive to the school and classroom prac-
tices. Research listed here has identifi ed aspects 
of classroom environment (the quality of student-
teacher relationships, instructional approaches) 
and the school environment (school size, safety, 
rules, and disciplinary practices) found to be 
important. Each is described in turn.

   Substantial research has linked engagement to • 
teacher warmth and supportiveness (Bergin & 
Bergin,  2009 ; Fredricks et al.,  2004 ; Furrer & 
Skinner,  2003 ; Hughes, Luo, Kwok, & Lloyd, 
 2008 ; Marks,  2000 ; Skinner & Belmont,  1993 ; 
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Voelkl,  1995  ) . In this research, teacher warmth 
is a collection of attributes including liking 
and being interested in their students, believ-
ing in their capabilities, and listening to their 
points of view. Supportive teachers show 
respect for each student as an individual, hold 
clear and consistent expectations for student 
behavior, and provide academic assistance for 
students who need it, including those who 
have been absent for any reason.  
  Instructional approaches that require student-• 
student interactions (e.g., cooperative learning), 
encourage discussion, or support the expres-
sion of students’ viewpoints (e.g., use of dia-
logue) have been found to facilitate student 
engagement (Guthrie & Wigfi eld,  2000 ; 
Johnson, Johnson, Buckman, & Richards, 
 1985 ; Osterman,  2000 ; Ryan & Patrick,  2001 ; 
Wang & Holcombe,  2010  ) . Strategies that 
promote in-depth inquiry and metacognition 
have both been found to be related to increased 
student engagement. These include authentic 
instruction in which students use inquiry to 
construct meaning with value beyond the class-
room (Newmann,  1992 ; Rotgans & Schmidt, 
 2011  )  and cognitive strategy use (Greene & 
Miller,  1996 ; Guthrie & Davis,  2003  ) .  
  Organizational features of the school includ-• 
ing school size are related to student engage-
ment. Early studies of high school size found 
that smaller schools were associated with 
increased student participation, satisfaction 
and attendance, and social participation as a 
young adult (Lindsay,  1982,   1984  ) . Since that 
time, a plethora of studies has confi rmed the 
small school—high engagement connection 
(Cotton,  1996 ; Lee & Smith,  1993,   1995 ; 
National Research Council and Institute of 
Medicine,  2004  ) . Research on small learning 
communities (SLCs) shows that small-school 
dynamics can be produced even when school 
buildings have large enrollments (US 
Department of Education,  2001  ) . This work 
has found positive impacts of SLCs on vari-
ous forms of student engagement (e.g., 
Darling-Hammond, Ancess, & Ort,  2002 ; 
Kemple & Snipes,  2000  ) .  

  Perceptions of an unsafe environment and • 
negative school sanctions can lead to student 
disengagement. Surveys have indicated that 
teachers in up to one fourth of American 
schools and students across the board per-
ceived that rules were unclear, too severe, or 
enforced unevenly (AFT in American 
Educator,  2008 ; Voelkl & Willert,  2006 ; 
Wehlage & Rutter,  1986  ) . Other studies have 
shown that student engagement was lower 
when students felt unsafe or victimized 
(Marks,  2000 ; Ripski & Gregory,  2009  ) . 
Discipline policies perceived as too harsh are 
related to social forms of disengagement and 
dropping out (Hyman & Perone,  1998 ; 
McNeely, Nonnemaker, & Blum,  2002  ) , while 
unfairness or apparent unfairness with which 
rules are enforced is related to behavioral and 
affective disengagement (Ma,  2003 ; Marks, 
 2000 ; Ripski & Gregory,  2009  ) . Fair treatment 
by school staff has been described as funda-
mental to the development of identifi cation 
with school (Newmann et al.,  1992  ) .    
 Several interventions to increase engagement 

have been tried and found to be effective. For 
example, First Things First (Connell & Klem, 
 2006  )  is a school-wide program that attempts to 
increase engagement at all grade levels by 
improving instruction and relationships between 
teachers and students. The Child Development 
Project (Battistich, Watson, Solomon, Schaps, 
& Solomon,  1991  )  attempts to create close-
knit communities in classrooms and schools, 
thereby promoting several forms of student 
engagement. Both programs have been evalu-
ated and shown to have positive results. (See 
Voelkl,  2012 ).  

   Engagement and Achievement/
Attainment 

 Recent years have produced many studies of the 
relationships between engagement and educa-
tional outcomes. In this section, we summarize 
research conducted from the 1990s to the present 
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in three categories: (1) Research showing the 
importance of engagement/disengagement to 
learning when both are observed simultaneously. 
This research demonstrates that behavioral risk is 
a major factor in producing academic risk. (2) 
Research that examined the relationship between 
engagement/disengagement in earlier grades and 
academic achievement and attainment in later 
years. This research shows that, without interven-
tion, behavioral risk and academic risk grow in 
tandem through the grades. (3) Research showing 
that school engagement can overcome the obsta-
cles presented by status and academic risk factors, 
that is, engagement can  protect  students from 
harm that may accrue.  

   The Importance of Engagement 
to Learning 

   Academic Engagement 

 Students across grade levels who exhibit academic 
engagement behaviors, such as paying attention, 
completing homework and coming to class pre-
pared, and participating in academic curricular 
activities, achieve at higher levels than their less 
academically engaged peers. These behaviors are 
especially important for students who face obsta-
cles due to status risk factors such as coming 
from a low-income home or having a fi rst lan-
guage other than English. 

 Studies of inattentiveness continue to fi nd 
strong correlations between students’ achieve-
ment and their ability to ignore distractions, per-
severe on tasks, and act purposefully. A classic 
study of academic engagement (Rowe & Rowe, 
 1992  )  examined the attentiveness and achieve-
ment of over 5,000 children aged 5–14. Data 
were grouped by age (5–6, 7–8, 9–11, and 
12–14 years old), but regardless of age group or 
other risk factors including SES and gender, sig-
nifi cant negative correlations were found between 
lack of attention and reading achievement scores 
( r ’s from −0.87 to −0.48). The effects were fur-
ther shown to be reciprocal: path coeffi cients 
showed that inattentive behaviors in the class-

room had strong, negative effects on reading 
achievement and low reading achievement scores 
led to increased inattentiveness. Reciprocal 
effects were also found in a longitudinal study of 
low-achieving fi rst- through third-grade students 
(Hughes et al.,  2008  ) . These results offer partial 
support for the developmental cycle postulated 
by Finn  (  1989  ) . 

 Some studies combined ratings of attentive-
ness with other forms of classroom engagement. 
Across all age groups, and regardless of the 
approach taken, substantial correlations are found 
with students’ academic performance. For exam-
ple, in a study of 1,013 fourth graders (Finn et al., 
 1995  ) , teachers rated the students on the Student 
Participation Questionnaire (SPQ) (see  Appendix  
for complete questionnaire). The 28-item instru-
ment questionnaire yields multi-item scale scores 
for “effort,” “initiative-taking,” “disruptive behav-
ior,” and “inattentive behavior” (Finn, Folger, & 
Cox,  1991  ) . The effort scale included items such 
as “student pays attention,” “student completes 
assigned seatwork,” and “student is persistent 
when confronted with diffi cult problems”; inat-
tentive behavior included items such as “student 
is withdrawn/uncommunicative,” “student does 
not seem to know what is going on in class,” and 
“student loses, forgets, or misplaces materials.” 
Scale reliabilities ranged from 0.89 to 0.94. 

 In this study, the correlations of effort and ini-
tiative with achievement tests at the end of the 
school year, controlling for race, gender, and 
classrooms, ranged from  r  = 0.40 to  r  = 0.59; cor-
relations of inattentive behavior with achieve-
ment ranged from  r  =  − 0.52 to  r  = −0.34. All 
correlations were signifi cant at  p  < .001. 2  Further, 
students classifi ed as high on inattentiveness had 
test scores that were substantially lower than 
those of nonproblematic and disruptive students. 

 Student- and teacher-reported engagement 
was correlated with classroom grades in a study 
of third- through sixth-grade students (grades 
averaged across subject areas) (Furrer & Skinner, 
 2003  ) . The engagement measure included ratings 
of effort, attention, and persistence. While both 

   2   Correlations for the other scales are discussed under 
Cognitive Engagement and Social Engagement.  
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correlations were signifi cant, the correlation was 
higher for teacher reports of academic engagement 
( r  = 0.57) than for student self-reported academic 
engagement ( r  = 0.33). 

 Engagement-achievement connections have 
been examined in the upper grades with some 
inconsistent fi ndings. In a study of 586 ethnically 
and socioeconomically diverse tenth and 12th 
graders, students’ self-reports yielded a total 
score comprised of concentration (engagement) 
and interest and enjoyment (not engagement); the 
reliability of the total scale was   a   = 0.64 (Shernoff 
& Schmidt,  2008  ) . The total was a signifi cant but 
modest predictor of students’ GPAs for the entire 
sample (  b   = 0.11). When the data were disaggre-
gated by race/ethnicity, the total was signifi cantly 
but negatively related to GPAs among Black stu-
dents (  b   = −0.42). No further analysis or explana-
tion for the negative relationship was reported. 

 Two studies used data from nationwide sam-
ples of students, one based on eighth grade stu-
dents who participated in the National Educational 
Longitudinal Study of 1988 (NELS:88) (Finn, 
 1993  )  and one based on tenth grade students who 
participated in the Educational Longitudinal 
Study of 2002 (ELS:2002) (Ripski & Gregory, 
 2009  ) . In the latter study, a measure of behavioral 
engagement was constructed from teacher ratings 
of students on fi ve behaviors from the Student 
Participation Questionnaire; the reliability of the 
scale was   a   =. 76. Signifi cant positive correlations 
were found between engagement and reading and 
mathematics test scores ( r  = 0.36 and  r  = 0.39, 
respectively). The data were not disaggregated by 
race/ethnicity. These results were consistent with 
those from Finn, which reported strong positive 
relationships between engagement and achieve-
ment tests in reading, mathematics, history, and 
science for all students combined. 

   Homework 
 Academic engagement in the form of homework 
completion was examined in relationship to aca-
demic performance in two studies (Cooper, 
Jackson, Nye, & Lindsay,  2001 ; Cooper, 
Valentine, Nye, & Lindsay,  1999  ) . The amount of 
homework completed had small but statistically 

signifi cant correlations with teacher-assigned 
grades among elementary students in second and 
fourth grades ( n  = 214,  r  = 0.23) and among mid-
dle- and high school students ( n  = 424,  r  = 0.26). 
Other correlations were nonsignifi cant, including 
those between homework and standardized test 
scores in upper-grade students, and homework 
with attitudes toward homework (like/interest) 
and beliefs about homework (helps me learn) 
among elementary students. The effects of home-
work on academic achievement need further 
study to understand the types of homework that 
may be most useful and the impact of teachers’ 
grading or not grading homework.  

   Extracurricular Activities 
 In general, research on extracurricular activities 
has produced mixed results with respect to aca-
demic achievement (Feldman & Matjasko,  2005  ) . 
However, when the nature of the activities is con-
sidered, a more consistent pattern emerges. 
Participation in academically oriented extracur-
ricular activities, a form of academic engagement, 
is signifi cantly related to academic achievement. 
In contrast, the relationship between athletics and 
achievement is generally nonsignifi cant, and cor-
relations are signifi cant but smaller when ath-
letic and academic activities are combined. 

 Studies that focus on academic extracurricular 
activities are few and far between. A 7-year lon-
gitudinal study of 1,259 Michigan school chil-
dren included measures of involvement in a 
limited set of academic activities, 4-year high 
school GPAs, and enrollment in a full-time col-
lege program (Eccles & Barber,  1999  ) . Although 
the measures were limited, the regression coeffi -
cients for the two outcomes were small but statis-
tically signifi cant at  p  < .01 (  b   = 0.11 for GPA, 
  b   = 0.13 for full-time college), with statistical 
controls for gender, socioeconomic status, and 
student ability. 

 One of the most in-depth analyses used 
NELS:88 data for eighth- and tenth-grade girls 
(Chambers & Schreiber,  2004  ) . In this study, in-
school academic extracurricular activities (ISAO) 
were disaggregated from other forms. The all-girl 
sample may not have been a severe limitation 
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because girls are signifi cantly overrepresented in 
academic activities (Eccles & Barber,  1999  ) . 
Participation in ISAO was the total number of 
academic activities, out of 16, in which a student 
participated. This was entered into multilevel 
regressions controlled for socioeconomic status 
and other forms of school activity. ISAO had 
signifi cant positive impacts on academic achieve-
ment ( p  < .001) in all four subject areas at both 
grade levels when all students were considered 
together. When the data were disaggregated by 
race/ethnicity, the associations between ISAO 
and academic achievement were nonsignifi cant 
for African American and Latina eighth-grade 
girls. With only one exception, all relationships 
for tenth-grade girls were positive and signifi cant 
regardless of race/ethnicity or subject. This study 
provided evidence that academic extracurricular 
activities have a weaker relationship with achieve-
ment in eighth grade than in tenth grade. In tenth 
grade, there is often a larger set of choices, and 
students tend to self-select either academic or 
nonacademic extracurricular activities. 

 When academic and nonacademic extracurric-
ular activities were studied together, small-to-
moderate but statistically signifi cant correlations 
with academic achievement were found. For 
example, in a separate study using the eighth-
grade data from NELS:88, all extracurricular 
activities considered together had weak but sig-
nifi cant correlations with achievement in mathe-
matics, reading, and science (Gerber,  1996  ) . 
Again, race/ethnicity was an important factor: 
White students had higher correlations of extra-
curricular activities to achievement ( r ’s from 0.16 
to 0.23) than did their African American peers ( r ’s 
from 0.07 to 0.13). Other research has produced 
similar results for students in grades 6 through 12 
(Cooper et al.,  1999  )  and for students in grades 10 
and 12 (Marsh,  1992 ; Marsh & Kleitman,  2002  ) . 
The latter also found signifi cant small-to-moderate 
effects of high school extracurricular participation 
on university enrollment ( r  = 0.27) and months 
spent in a university ( r  = 0.30). 

 Qualitative and quantitative studies of the 
relationship of athletic activities with achieve-
ment and high school graduation (Booker, 
 2004 ; Chambers & Schreiber,  2004 ; Melnick & 

Sabo,  1992  )  have generally found nonsignifi cant 
associations for most students studied. However, 
some signifi cant relationships were found in spe-
cifi c subgroups. For example, Melnick and Sabo 
used High School and Beyond (HS&B) to study 
the relationships of athletic participation with 
grades and graduation/dropping out among 
African American and Hispanic male and female 
students from three urbanicities. When signifi cant 
interactions were discovered with urbanicity, 12 
separate regressions were run for each dependent 
variable. Weak but signifi cant relationships 
between athletic participation and grades were 
found among suburban African American males 
(  b   = 0.20) and rural Hispanic females (  b   = 0.10). 
Athletics and graduation were weakly but signifi -
cantly associated among rural Black males 
(  b   = 0.23), rural Hispanic females (  b   = 0.17), and 
suburban Hispanic males (  b   = 0.14). From the 
small number and spottiness of the signifi cant 
results, the authors concluded that “athletic par-
ticipation has very little academic impact on 
minority youth” (p. 302). 

In contrast, Chambers and Schreiber’s  (  2004  )  
study of eighth- and tenth-grade girls revealed a 
signifi cant negative relationship between sports 
participation and reading achievement; racial 
ethnic groups were not disaggregated in this 
study. Despite the inconsistent fi ndings, research-
ers have argued that sports may be one of the few 
remaining forms of engagement for students at 
risk of total disengagement (Finn,  1989 ; Pittman, 
 1991 ; Yin & Moore,  2004  ) . This hypothesis is 
best tested through a closer look at individual stu-
dents, perhaps in a qualitative study.   

   Social Engagement 

 The written and unwritten rules of behavior, when 
violated, often reduce academic performance. 
Most research on classroom social behavior is 
framed in the negative, that is, one or another form 
of misbehavior. In this section, we focus on atten-
dance and common forms of indiscipline, for 
example, disrupting the class, failure to partici-
pate in class discussions, refusing to follow direc-
tions, disrespectful behavior, and fi ghting. 
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   Attendance 
 It comes as little surprise that school attendance 
is highly related to academic achievement; time 
lost from exposure to teachers and teaching can 
only reduce the opportunity for learning. In a 
study of all Ohio public schools, Roby  (  2004  )  
found strong signifi cant correlations between 
attendance and achievement in grades 4, 6, 9, and 
12 ( r ’s from 0.54 to 0.78). The 18 urban schools 
with the highest all-tests-passed rates on the Ohio 
test of Profi ciency at fourth grade had higher 
average attendance (95.6%) than the attendance 
average at the 18 urban schools with the lowest 
pass rates (89.6%), a highly statistically signifi -
cant difference. The author estimated that a 
school of 400 students with a 93% attendance 
rate, the average for Ohio, lost 25,200 h of stu-
dent instructional time per year. 

 The association is also strong at the student 
level. For example, African American freshmen’s 
absenteeism was signifi cantly and negatively 
correlated to GPAs ( r  = −0.64) in an urban high-
risk high school (Steward, Steward, Blair, Hanik, 
& Hill,  2008  ) . While noting that absences from 
school in general are negatively correlated to 
achievement, Gottfried  (  2009  )  differentiated 
between excused and unexcused absences in an 
investigation of second through fourth graders. 
The large-scale study of students in Philadelphia 
found that, as students trended toward more 
unexcused than excused absences, their grades 
on SAT 9 reading and math standardized tests 
declined. Students with 100% of their absences 
excused performed higher on the reading test 
than students with 100% unexcused absences 
regardless of the total number of absences. 
However, even excused absences began to neg-
atively affect achievement when students 
reached 20 absences per year. While the author’s 
approach was informative, the children in the 
study were approximately 7–9 years old and, 
presumably, did not make their own decisions 
about attending school. The author speculated 
that high unexcused absences were indicative of 
negative family environments. The issue is suf-
fi ciently provocative that we believe the study 
should have delved into the actual reasons for 
these absences.  

   Classroom Social (and Antisocial) Behavior 
 Researchers have given little attention to the 
antecedents and consequences of “ordinary” 
classroom misbehaviors except for those attribut-
able to child psychopathology. This is despite the 
facts that most students misbehave one time or 
another and that certain classroom and school 
conditions may actually promote misbehavior. 
Ordinary misbehavior (e.g., speaking out of turn, 
leaving one’s seat during class, refusing to follow 
directions, being late to class or school, talking 
back to the teacher, using an electronic device) 
interferes with teaching and learning and can 
potentially interrupt all students’ engagement in 
the classroom. 

 In a unique study of social engagement, sixth- 
and seventh-grade students were asked to nomi-
nate classmates who exhibited two prosocial 
behaviors (e.g., shares, cooperates) and three 
antisocial behaviors (e.g., breaks rules) (Wentzel, 
 1993  ) . Two composite scores were obtained for 
each student by combining the ratings in such a 
way as to make them comparable; these were 
also validated by comparing them to teacher rat-
ings of the same students. Correlation and regres-
sion analysis showed signifi cant relationships of 
both scores with grades and standardized 
achievement tests (correlations from  r  = 0.35 to 
 r  = 0.55) even when gender, ethnicity, absentee-
ism, student IQ, family structure, and teacher 
preference for the students were included in the 
equations. 

 In the Finn et al.  (  1995  )  study of fourth graders 
(above), the disruptive scale was comprised of 
four items: the student “acts restless, is often 
unable to sit still,” “needs to be reprimanded,” 
“annoys or interferes with peers’ work,” and “talks 
with classmates too much.” The scale had correla-
tions from  r  = −0.29 to  r  = −0.18 with norm-
referenced and criterion-referenced achievement 
tests when race, gender, and teachers were con-
trolled statistically; all were signifi cant at  p  < .001. 
The decrement in achievement scores for students 
who were high on the disruptive behavior scale 
was statistically signifi cant but not as large as the 
decrement due to being high on the inattentive 
scale. Antisocial behavior of eighth graders, 
defi ned similarly, was also found to be correlated 



1115 Student Engagement: What Is It? Why Does It Matter?

signifi cantly with mathematics and reading test 
scores, with and without statistical control for 
demographic characteristics (see “ A study of 
behavioral and affective engagement in school 
and dropping out ” in this chapter).   

   Cognitive Engagement 

 Studies of cognitive engagement and achieve-
ment have yielded mixed results, in part due to 
different methods of assessing internal pro-
cesses. Direct assessments are accomplished by 
asking students to report the processes they use 
to learn course material, and indirect assess-
ments use indicators that can be reported in 
paper-and-pencil form or observed by teachers. 
A direct approach was proposed by Benjamin 
Bloom: stimulated recall (Bloom & Broder, 
 1958  )  is a method through which events are 
recorded and then played back to students at a 
time shortly after the events occurred. During 
playback, the recordings are paused at critical 
moments, such as when a problem is posed or 
solved, and participants are asked to retell their 
thoughts or conscious actions. Stimulated recall 
was used later to gather data on cognitive 
engagement during reading and math lessons 
(Juliebo, Malicky, & Norman,  1998 ; Peterson, 
Swing, Stark, & Waas,  1984  ) . To reduce bias 
due to the delay between the events and the time 
of recall, “think alouds” were developed in 
which verbal reports are given concurrently with 
the cognitive event (Affl erbach & Johnston, 
 1984  ) . Think alouds, however, require cognitive 
effort that may detract from learning the mate-
rial itself. 

 Indirect methods of assessment rely on 
observable indicators that a high level of cogni-
tive engagement has occurred, for example, stu-
dents’ initiative-taking, undertaking more 
diffi cult assignments, discussing class material 
with the teacher after school. The Student 
Participation Questionnaire (Finn et al.,  1991  )  
includes teacher ratings of student initiative-
taking (e.g., “Student attempts to do his/her work 
thoroughly and well, rather than just trying to get by”) 

and cognitive tool use (e.g., “Student goes to 
dictionary, encyclopedia, or other reference on 
his/her own to seek information”). Self-report 
instruments include the Metacognitive Awareness 
of Reading Strategies Inventory (Mokhtari & 
Reichard,  2002  )  with items such as “I decide 
what to read closely and what to ignore” and “I 
take notes while reading to help me understand 
what I read.” 

 In a pivotal study of students’ cognitions, 
Peterson and colleagues  (  1984  )  used three 
approaches in collecting information on cogni-
tive engagement of fi fth-grade students: stimu-
lated recall, videotapes of student behavior, and 
student questionnaires. In terms of on-task behav-
ior, the researchers found that teacher observa-
tions were less highly correlated with student 
achievement ( r  = 0.10) than were stimulated 
recall measures ( r ’s from 0.21 to 0.33) or the 
attending subscale of the cognitive processing 
questionnaire ( r  = 0.48). The analysis of cogni-
tive functioning led the authors to conclude that 
“students with higher levels of attention were not 
merely listening passively; rather, they were 
more actively processing the material than stu-
dents with lower attention” (p. 504). 

 Studies of self-regulation and use of cognitive 
strategies in elementary and higher grades yield 
signifi cant results for some measures and not for 
others. In a study of 42 kindergarten and second-
grade students, teacher-rated failure to self-
regulate was not associated with lower reading 
scores in kindergarten but became a signifi cant 
infl uence ( r ’s from 0.37 to 0.51) on reading 
achievement in second grade (Howse, Lange, 
Farran, & Boyles,  2003  ) . Data collection in the 
study also included teacher ratings of cognitive 
engagement indicators and a direct measure 
based on a computerized self-regulation task that 
required that the child continue to work at a job 
on one part of the screen while distracters were 
presented (SRTC-AV; Kuhl & Kraska,  1993  ) . 
The SRTC-AV by itself did not correlate signifi -
cantly with achievement scores for any group of 
students in the study. 

 Likewise, a combination of assessments was 
used to access cognitive engagement during reading 
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by 492 ethnically diverse fourth graders (Wigfi eld 
et al.,  2008  ) . Included in this study were three 
measures that refl ect cognitive engagement. First, 
teachers rated students on a short questionnaire 
that included three academic engagement ques-
tions and one about the use of cognitive strate-
gies. Also, a question-writing task involved 
students reviewing information in a science 
packet and then writing as many “good ques-
tions” as possible on the topic. Questions were 
graded with a rubric that considered both number 
of questions generated and complexity of the 
questions written. Both variables had moderate-
to-high signifi cant correlations with scores on the 
Gates MacGinitie Test of Reading Comprehension: 
the teacher report ( r  = 0.57) and the question-
writing task ( r  = 0.74). 

 In high school, English students’ use of deep 
cognitive strategies (e. g., putting ideas in one’s 
own words and self-regulation of what is and is 
not understood) was signifi cantly correlated with 
classroom grades ( r  = 0.33) (Greene, Miller, 
Crowson, Duke, & Akey,  2004  ) , as were seventh- 
and eighth-graders’ general strategy use in 
English ( r  = 0.14) (Wolters & Pintrich,  1998  ) . 
Cognitive strategies were also correlated to math 
achievement ( r  = 0.11) and social studies ( r  = 0.22) 
When the middle school students reported the 
use of regulatory strategies such as planning and 
monitoring, signifi cant and moderate correlations 
between self-regulation and achievement were 
found ( r  = 0.23 to  r  = 0.30). Self-regulation 
appeared to have a somewhat greater effect on 
achievement then does general strategy use. 

 Although we reviewed a limited number of 
studies, the use of self-regulation and cognitive 
strategies was correlated with academic achieve-
ment in all but the youngest (kindergarten) stu-
dents. Both direct and indirect measures of 
cognitive engagement were notable in their rela-
tionships to achievement among students in 
fourth and higher grades. It is possible that mea-
sures of cognitive engagement cannot capture the 
nuances of cognitive functioning among very 
young students, or, as suggested by some psy-
chologists, the skills involved in cognitive 
engagement have not yet crystallized in 5- or 
6-year-olds.  

   Affective Engagement 

 Like cognitive engagement, affective engage-
ment is often assessed through external indica-
tors rather than the internal states they refl ect. In 
the case of affect, this leads to a wide range of 
measures including some that seem remote from 
the defi nition of the construct. Unlike all other 
forms of engagement, however, the preponderance 
of research suggests that affective engagement is 
related  indirectly  to academic achievement 
(See Voelkl,  2012 ). It appears instead to affect 
other forms of engagement (academic, social, 
cognitive) which, in turn, affect learning 
(Osterman,  2000  ) . 

 The relationships of feelings of belonging and 
valuing with academic achievement, motivation, 
and academic and social engagement in grades 6 
through 8 were examined in studies by Goodenow 
 (  1993a,   1993b  )  and Voelkl  (  1997  ) . In these stud-
ies, affective engagement was assessed through 
student self-report measures. Generally, small or 
inconsistent positive correlations were found 
with grades and standardized achievement tests. 
In the Voelkl study, identifi cation with school 
was more strongly correlated with student par-
ticipation than with achievement. A large-scale 
study of students in grades 7 through 12 used 
data from the National Longitudinal Study of 
Adolescent Health (ADD Health) (McNeely 
et al.,  2002  ) . The data included a measure of 
school connectedness together with a number of 
student and school characteristics. Although 
grade point average was signifi cantly related to 
student connectedness, the strongest predictor of 
school connectedness of all individual character-
istics was skipping school (behavioral engage-
ment). In a mixed-method study of 61 African 
American high school students, Booker  (  2004, 
  2007  )  also found little to link a sense of belonging 
to achievement. Participants’ self-reports of 
school belonging on questionnaires counted for 
little or no variation in their achievement. This 
was corroborated by interviews. One student, 
when asked about the importance of sense of 
community in their school replied: “How is my 
achievement [related]? …don’t think it really 
matters about that [belongingness]…the majority 
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of people here are cool” (Booker,  2004 , p. 138). 
Ninety-two percent of all student comments 
echoed this sentiment. 

 On the other hand, affective engagement is 
associated with a range of psychological and 
behavioral outcomes (Maddox & Prinz,  2003 ; 
Osterman,  2000  ) . Students who report high levels 
of belonging or identifi cation with school also 
display higher levels of motivation and effort than 
do students who report lower levels of belonging 
or identifi cation (Goodenow,  1993a,   1993b ; 
Goodenow & Grady,  1993  ) . The correlation of 
scores on Goodenow’s Psychological Sense of 
School Membership (PSSM) scale with expecta-
tions for school success in a sample of 301 urban 
junior high school students was  r  = 0.42 ( p  < .001) 
(Goodenow,  1993b  ) . Differences in average 
PSSM scores among high-, medium-, and low-
effort teacher ratings in a sample of 454 suburban 
middle-school students were statistically signifi -
cant at the .001 level; effect sizes between 
adjacent groups were both approximately 0.5  s   
(estimated from results in the published report). 

 Low levels of belonging or identifi cation are 
associated with negative behaviors including 
academic cheating (Voelkl & Frone,  2004  ) , 
school misbehavior and discipline measures 
(Stewart,  2003  ) , drug and alcohol use on school 
grounds (Hawkins, Catalano, & Miller,  1992 ; 
Voelkl & Frone,  2000  ) , delinquent and antisocial 
behaviors (Maddox & Prinz,  2003  ) , and high-risk 
health behaviors including suicidality, violence 
(Resnick et al.,  1997  ) , and dropping out of school 
(Jessor, Turbin, & Costa,  1998 ; Rumberger & 
Lim,  2008  ) . A study of sixth- and seventh-grade 
students found that after controlling for family 
relations, effortful control, earlier conduct prob-
lems, and gender, school connectedness was neg-
atively related to subsequent conduct problems 
(Loukas, Roalson, & Herrera,  2010  ) . The interac-
tions in the study also showed that connectedness 
offset the adversity presented by poor family 
relations or effortful control, that is, connected-
ness served as a protective factor. 

   Valuing 
 The belief that school provides the individual 
with useful outcomes may also be related to 

behavioral engagement and indirectly to learning, 
although the research base is rather sparse. The 
valuing component of affective engagement is 
distinct from general valuing of education. In an 
analysis of different meanings of valuing, 
Mickelson  (  1990  )  found that “concrete” school 
attitudes such as the belief that schooling pays off 
with good jobs were associated with positive 
school outcomes for Black students. More 
abstract attitudes were not, for example, the belief 
that “If everyone gets a good education, we can 
end poverty” (p. 51). 

 Concrete attitudes, or “utility,” are a promi-
nent part of Eccles’s expectancy-value model of 
student decision-making (see Wigfi eld & Eccles, 
 2000  ) . Research based on the model has demon-
strated consistently that utility is related to stu-
dents’ choices and behavior. The perceived 
utility of school and particular courses may be 
important in sustaining students’ participation 
in school—sometimes despite frustration and 
failure. 

 Student perceptions of the present and future 
value of literacy (reading and English) has an 
increasing, although still modest, effect on stu-
dent achievement in the upper grades. In a study 
of over 5,000 students in 92 schools, perceived 
usefulness of reading had nonsignifi cant rela-
tionships with achievement among children 
5–11 years of age ( r ’s from 0.00 to 0.09) but 
became a weak but signifi cant factor among stu-
dents from 12 to 14 years of age ( r  = 0.11) (Rowe 
& Rowe,  1992  ) . Although not compared to prior 
years, sophomore, junior, and senior high school 
students’ perceptions of the value of English for 
future goals had higher correlations with course 
grades ( r  = 0.25 for all students combined) 
(Greene et al.,  2004  ) . 

 These fi ndings are consistent with the partici-
pation-identifi cation model (Finn,  1989  ) , which 
proposes that identifi cation with school (or dis-
identifi cation) develops over time as a function 
of behavioral engagement accompanied by aca-
demic success (or failure) experiences. The model 
proposes further that the development of positive 
feelings of school belonging and valuing helps 
perpetuate productive behavioral engagement 
and academic performance.   
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   Summary 

 Many studies of engagement bundle the compo-
nents in various ways and some fail to provide 
information about the composition of their mea-
sures. Nevertheless, the picture is clear: the 
effects of behavioral engagement on educational 
accomplishments are consistently statistically 
signifi cant and moderate to strong—no matter 
what student populations are studied, control 
variables taken into account or, for the most part, 
the composition of the measures. The effect of 
affective engagement on achievement is less 
consistent, but its relationships with behavioral 
engagement and high school graduation are 
consistently positive.   

   Engagement Predicts Later 
Achievement and Attainment 

 Studies of engagement show that early patterns 
of behavior affect students’ performance in later 
grades. Most of these studies used large-scale 
longitudinal data collected on urban populations, 
and assessed combinations of the four types of 
engagement. 

 Longitudinal studies have identifi ed students 
who are at risk of dropping out for reasons other 
than status risk factors. The study with the lon-
gest duration was a 14-year longitudinal study of 
790 Baltimore City school children that began in 
fi rst grade (Alexander, Entwisle, & Horsey, 
 1997  ) . Attendance and engagement behaviors 
(academic, prosocial, and antisocial behaviors) 
were assessed in fi rst grade by examining school. 
As expected, early scholastic achievement and 
status risk factors were predictive of dropping 
out. In addition, students high on the engagement 
scale were signifi cantly more likely to graduate 
than their less-engaged peers (odds ratio = 2.4). 
Attendance, more than tardiness or antisocial 
behaviors, was particularly important; fi rst graders 
who missed 16 days of school were 30% less 
likely to graduate than students who missed 
10 days or fewer. Alexander et al. concluded that 

habits of engagement formed at this early stage 
were shown to have enduring effects on student 
attainment. 

 The importance of attendance was underscored 
in other research that included attendance with 
measures of antisocial behavior, for example, 
studies of a large sample of sixth-grade students 
in Philadelphia (Balfanz, Herzog, & Iver,  2007  )  
and eighth-grade students in Houston (Kaplan, 
Peck, & Kaplan,  1995  ) . In the Philadelphia study, 
four warning fl ags of school problems in sixth 
grade were identifi ed (absenteeism, suspensions 
for poor behavior, low math or reading scores). 
Of these, attendance rates of 80% or less were the 
most predictive of failure to graduate on time or 
in the following year. 

 A 9-year longitudinal study followed ethni-
cally and socioeconomically diverse children 
from kindergarten through eighth grade (Ladd & 
Dinella,  2009  ) . Students were identifi ed as having 
either stable (high or low) or changing (increas-
ing or decreasing) levels of engagement. Students 
who exhibited stable but poor combined engage-
ment behaviors (e.g., school avoidance, not fol-
lowing rules, defi ance) from fi rst through third 
grade made less academic progress through 
eighth grade than did those who had stable but 
higher combined engagement. First graders with 
equivalent achievement had markedly different 
trajectories if they were increasingly behavior-
ally engaged, as opposed to those who decreased 
in behavioral engagement, ultimately resulting in 
lower grades on achievement tests for decreas-
ingly engaged eighth graders. Thus, students with 
either high stable engagement or increasing 
engagement had higher levels of achievement in 
eighth grade than their less-engaged peers. 

   Beyond High School 

 Postsecondary outcomes have been found to 
be affected by engagement in elementary and 
high school. Using national longitudinal data 
(NELS:88) on students when they were in grades 
8 through 12 and of college age, Finn  (  2006  )  
examined three sets of predictors: demographic 
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characteristics (status risk variables), high 
school achievement and attainment (academic 
risk variables), and measures of school engagement 
(behavioral risk variables). Four composites were 
formed for each participant in high school refl ect-
ing academic participation (extracurricular par-
ticipation), social engagement (attendance, 
classroom behavior) and affective engagement 
(students’ perceptions of the usefulness of school 
subjects). 

 In regressions that controlled for status and 
academic risk factors, attendance and classroom 
behavior were signifi cantly related to all three 
postsecondary variables studied: entering a post-
secondary program, the number of credits earned, 
and completing a postsecondary program (odds 
ratios of 1.2–1.5). Participation in extracurricular 
activities was related to entering a postsecondary 
institution (odds ratio of 1.4), but not to credits 
earned or completion of program. The affective 
measure, perceived usefulness of school subjects, 
was not related to any postsecondary outcome. 
When employment and income were examined at 
age 26, the results were weak or nonsignifi cant. 
Only 2 out of 12 possible relationships were sig-
nifi cant, those of high school attendance with 
current employment and classroom behavior with 
consistency of employment. For the most part, 
engagement in high school did not impact 
employment as a young adult. 

 Research done in Chicago schools corrobo-
rated these fi ndings (Ou, Mersky, Reynolds, & 
Kohler,  2007  )  and extended the conclusions to 
adult criminal behavior by age 24. A troublemak-
ing composite score (social engagement) in 
grades 3 through 6 was a signifi cant predictor of 
incarceration and conviction (odds ratios of 1.4 
and 1.5, respectively). Neither academic engage-
ment nor attendance was signifi cantly related to 
the income or measures of criminal behavior 
(conviction or incarceration).  

   Summary 

 The principle that continuing engagement 
throughout from the earliest grades onward is 

important to high school graduation and partici-
pation in postsecondary education. Academic 
and social engagement stand out as especially 
salient, although we could not locate any predic-
tive studies of cognitive engagement and found 
only one recent study that included affective 
engagement   

   Engagement Mediates the Effects 
of Status and Academic Risk Factors 

 Resilient students are those who can overcome 
the barriers posed by status or academic risk fac-
tors to achieve acceptable outcomes. The study 
of resilience is important to help identify the fac-
tors that distinguish these individuals from their 
less successful peers in order to apply those prin-
ciples to other students at risk. Research has 
shown that school engagement in the early, mid-
dle, and upper grades all contribute to student 
resilience. 

 Students who were considered at risk in 
grades 1 through 6 due to home factors (57% 
poverty, 42% single parent households, school in 
a high-crime neighborhood) participated in an 
evaluation of the Seattle Social Development 
Project ( n  = 643) (Hawkins, Guo, Hill, Battin-
Pearson, & Abbott,  2001  ) . The 18 participating 
schools were assigned to one of three conditions: 
full intervention in grades 1 through 6 designed 
specifi cally to increase student engagement, late 
intervention in grades 5 and 6 only, and a control 
(no intervention). Each year from age 13 to age 
18, teachers rated students on academic, cogni-
tive, and affective dimensions of engagement. At 
age 13 and every subsequent age, the groups 
showed substantial differences with the order 
full intervention group having the highest 
engagement and the control group the lowest. 
The groups diverged, and differences became 
larger still in the period from 16 to 18 years. 
Further, the engaged-at-18 students had higher 
GPAs, a lower history of arrests, fewer instances 
of dropping out, and less cigarette, alcohol, and 
drug use than did the other groups. 
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 Several studies explored engagement and 
resilience during transitions from elementary to 
middle or junior high school. A study of 62 
African American students from low-income 
homes noted a signifi cant drop in GPAs between 
fi fth ( M  = 2.25) and sixth grade ( M  = 2.05), but 
affective engagement was shown to protect 
against this drop (Gutman & Midgley,  2000  ) . 
After controlling for psychological characteris-
tics, home background, and prior achievement, a 
high sense of school belonging combined with 
high parental involvement was related to elevated 
sixth grade GPAs; the mean GPA in sixth grade 
for students with high affective engagement was 
approximately 3.2. 

 A second study examined the adverse effects 
of parent and teacher “role strains,” that is, pres-
sure placed on adolescents by parents’ and teach-
ers’ expectations (de Bruyn,  2005  ) . In a Dutch 
study of 749 students just entering secondary 
school, role strain negatively impacted academic 
achievement ( r  = −0.19 to  r  = −0.36). A measure 
of academic engagement was shown to mediate 
these effects; students high on the scale had 
higher achievement despite the role strain they 
felt. In all, academic engagement increased the 
prediction of academic achievement from 
 R  2  = 0.09 to  R  2  = 0.36. Academic engagement and 
achievement in the study were highly correlated 
( r =  .50). Both studies demonstrated the roles of 
home and school factors in bolstering student 
resilience across school transitions. 

 A nationwide American study was based on a 
high-risk sample of eighth graders who partici-
pated in the NELS:88 longitudinal survey. The 
sample comprised 1,803 African American and 
Hispanic students who attended public schools 
and lived in homes in the lower half of the SES 
distribution, based on a composite of parents’ 
education, parents’ occupations, and household 
income (Finn & Rock,  1997  ) . Students were clas-
sifi ed into three groups based on academic per-
formance in eighth and tenth grade and dropout 
status in 12th grade: a small group of resilient 
completers (8.4%) with math and reading test 
scores at or above the 40th percentile for all stu-
dents, self-reported GPA’s of “half B’s and half 
C’s” or better, and who would graduate with their 

class at the culmination of 12th grade; nonresil-
ient completers who did not meet the achieve-
ment criteria but were still in school in 12th 
grade; and nonresilient dropouts who were 
reported as having left without graduating. Seven 
academic and social engagement measures were 
recorded for each student (three teacher-reported, 
four student-reported), plus sports and academic 
extracurricular activities. 

 Even when the analysis controlled for demo-
graphic factors, self-esteem, and locus of control, 
resilient completers were signifi cantly higher 
than both groups of nonresilient students on fi ve 
out of six measures of social and academic 
engagement, that is, lower rates of absenteeism, 
higher levels of classroom effort and homework, 
and fewer behavior problems. Differences were 
large, with effect sizes for the signifi cant vari-
ables ranging from 0.47  s   to 0.84  s  . Only student 
self-reports of being prepared for class and par-
ticipation in sports and academic curricular activ-
ities did not relate to student resilience.  

   A Study of Behavioral and Affective 
Engagement and Dropping Out 3  

 Little if any research has explored the develop-
ment of engagement and its relationship to 
achievement over time, and even less has exam-
ined the connection between affective engage-
ment and dropping out of school. This study, 
based on the participation-identifi cation model 
(Finn,  1989  ) , was designed to investigate drop-
ping out as a developmental process related to 
students’ behavioral and affective engagement in 
grades 4 and 8. We used a unique data set in 
which achievement scores were recorded from 
kindergarten through eighth grade, engagement 
measures were obtained at several intervals, and 
high school graduation was later recorded. The 
three primary research questions were (1) Is 

   3   A partial version of this report was presented to the 
American Educational Research Association (Pannozzo, 
Finn, & Boyd-Zaharias,  2004  ) . The authors are grateful to 
Gina Pannozzo for her excellent work and contributions 
to the execution of the study.  
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behavioral engagement (academic and social) in 
grades 4 and 8 related to graduation/dropping out 
of high school above and beyond the effects of 
academic achievement during the same time 
period? (2) Is affective engagement in grade 8 
related to graduation/dropping out? (3) Does 
affective engagement explain graduation/drop-
ping out above and beyond the effects of behav-
ioral engagement? The results presented here 
represent a fi rst look at this database. 

   Procedures 

    Participants  
 Participants in this study were a subset of stu-
dents who participated in Tennessee’s Project 
STAR, a longitudinal class-size reduction exper-
iment. Students entered the study in kindergarten 
or fi rst grade and were followed through high 
school. To be included in this study, they were 
required to have graduation/dropout information 
from high school transcripts or State Department 
of Education records and to have been rated on 
the grade-4 and/or grade-8 engagement instru-
ments. The fi nal sample of 2,728 students was 
similar to the full STAR sample of 11,600 stu-
dents in all ways except the sample for this study 
had a higher percentage of White/Asian students 
(74.9% compared to 63.1%) and a higher per-
centage of students not eligible for free lunches 
(55.3% compared to 44.0%). Free lunch and 
race/ethnicity served as control variables in all 
analyses. 

 In each phase of the analysis, the sample 
included students who had key variables in grade 
4 and/or grade 8. The fourth grade sample con-
sisted of 1,421 students from 123 schools and the 
eighth-grade sample had 2,191 students from 119 
schools. There were 753 students with both 
grade-4 and grade-8 data.  

    Measures  
 Achievement score composites in reading and 
math were derived for each student in grades K 
through 3 and in grades 6 through 8, respectively. 
Each composite was the fi rst principal compo-
nent of norm-referenced and criterion-referenced 

tests administered in the respective subject in 
spring of each school year. 

 Academic and social engagements were mea-
sured through teacher ratings of individual stu-
dents on the Student Participation Questionnaire 
(SPQ; see  Appendix ) (Finn et al.,  1991  ) . Fourth-
grade teachers completed a questionnaire in 
November for up to ten randomly chosen stu-
dents in her class. Eighth-grade reading and 
mathematics teachers completed a shortened ver-
sion of the questionnaire (14 of the same items), 
yielding two ratings of each student. For this 
study, two subscales were created from the SPQ, 
one that measured academic engagement as 
defi ned in Table  5.1  (e.g., paying attention, par-
ticipating in class discussion, completing assign-
ments) and one that measured social/antisocial 
engagement (e.g., needing to be reprimanded, 
acting restless, interfering with classmates’ 
work). In fourth grade, these scales had 16 and 7 
items, respectively; scale reliabilities were 
  a   = 0.95 and   a   = 0.85. The eighth-grade scales 
had 6 and 5 items, respectively; scale reliabilities 
were   a   = 0.89 and   a   = 0.81. 

 Identifi cation with school was assessed with 
the Identifi cation with School Questionnaire 
(Voelkl,  1996  )  given to students in grade 8. The 
questionnaire is comprised of 16 items that assess 
students’ sense of belonging in and valuing of 
school. Belonging items include “I feel proud of 
being a part of this school” and “The only time I 
get attention in school is when I cause trouble.” 
Valuing of school includes items such as “School 
is one of the most important things in my life” 
and “I can get a good job even if my grades are 
bad.” Confi rmatory factor analysis of the scale 
indicated that it is best scored as a single dimen-
sion (Voelkl,  2012 ). For this study, the reliability 
of the total scale was   a   = 0.84.  

    Analysis  
 The three research questions were answered 
through a series of two-level multilevel logistic 
regression analyses using the HLM program 
(Raudenbush, Bryk, & Congdon,  2000  )  with 
graduate/dropout as the dependent variable. In all 
analyses, student variables were centered around 
the school mean, and school variables were 
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grand-mean-centered. All effects were treated as 
fi xed except for the student and school intercepts, 
which were treated as random. A type-1 error rate 
(  a  ) of .01 was used throughout. 

 Each analysis was conducted with two runs of 
HLM. The fi rst run included all the main effects 
listed in Table  5.2  for the particular question. In 
the second run, specifi c interactions were added 
to the model: the interactions of each engagement 
scale in the respective analysis with gender and 
free-lunch eligibility (student-level interactions) 
and with school enrollment (student-by-school-
level interactions). These interactions indicate 
whether the effects of engagement on graduating/
dropping out varied as a function of gender, fam-
ily income groups, or school enrollment. For 
effects that involved more than a single indepen-
dent variable (i.e., academic achievement, aca-
demic and social engagement, urbanicity), a 
blockwise test was conducted to see if the pair of 
variables were jointly related to graduation/drop-
ping out before tests of the individual variables 
were conducted.  

 Tests of signifi cance reveal whether a relation-
ship is statistically reliable, but tell little about 
whether effects are weak or strong. A strength-of-
effect measure in logistic regression is the odds 
ratio. If the independent variable is dichotomous 
(e.g., female/male), the odds ratio is the odds that 
a member of the fi rst group (female) would grad-
uate from high school divided by the odds that a 
member of the second group (male) would gradu-
ate. Odds ratios much below 1.0 or much above 
1.0 indicate strong effects; 1.0 would be obtained 
if the odds for both groups were the same. Odds 
below 1.0 are sometimes “inverted” to make 
them easier to understand. For example, if the 
odds for the fi rst group are one third as large as 
the odds for the second group, the ratio would be 
0.33, which is a bit awkward to think about. It is 
simpler to say that the odds for the second group 
are three times that of the fi rst group; this is 1.0 ÷ 
0.33 = 3.0. If the independent variable is continu-
ous (e.g., academic, social, or affective engage-
ment), the odds ratio is the change in odds 
associated with a one-standard deviation change 

   Table 5.2    Variables used in HLM analysis for each research question   

 Level of data   Variables  Question (1)  Question (2)  Question (3) 
 Level-1 
(students) 

   Dependent variable  
  Graduate/dropout from high school  X  X  X 

   Independent variables  
  Grade 4 academic engagement  X a  

  Grade 8 academic engagement  X b   X 

  Grade 4 social engagement  X a  

  Grade 8 social engagement  X b   X 

  Grade 8 affective engagement c   X  X 

  Gender  X  X  X 

  Race ethnicity 
 White/Asian students–minority students  X  X  X 

  Free-lunch eligibility  X  X  X 

  Reading achievement composite Grades K-3  X a  

  Reading achievement composite Grades 6–8  X b   X  X 

  Mathematics achievement composite Grades K-3  X a  

  Mathematics achievement composite Grades 6–8  X b   X  X 
 Level-2 
(schools) 

  School urbanicity 
 Suburban/urban schools–inner-city schools  X  X  X 

 Rural schools–inner-city schools  X  X  X 

  School enrollment  X  X  X 

   a Used in grade-4 analysis only 
  b Used in grade-8 analysis only 
  c Identifi cation with school  
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in the particular engagement measure. Odds 
ratios are presented together with signifi cance 
levels for each independent variable in the 
regressions.   

   Results 

 The percentage of students who graduated from 
high school was 87.1% in the fourth-grade sam-
ple and 85.8% in the eighth-grade sample 
(Table  5.3 ). For both samples, graduation rates 
were higher for females than for males, for Asian/
White students than for minority students, and 
for students who were not eligible for free or 
reduced-price lunches.  

 The correlations among the main variables of 
the study (Table  5.4 ) are consistent. With the 
exception of eighth-grade reading with identifi ca-
tion, all correlations were signifi cant at  p  < .01. In 
both grades, academic and social engagement 
were moderately positively correlated with read-
ing and mathematics, with stronger correlations 
for academic engagement than for social engage-
ment ( r ’s from 0.44 to 0.54 for academic engage-
ment,  r ’s from 0.33 to 0.36 for social). Academic 
and social engagement were moderately and posi-
tively correlated with high school graduation ( r ’s 
from 0.23 to 0.32). Identifi cation with school in 
eighth grade had lower correlations with achieve-
ment ( r  = 0.04 and  r  = 0.09) and with dropping out 
( r  = 0.09) but larger correlations with academic 
and social engagement ( r  = 0.26 and  r  = 0.22).  

   Is Behavioral Engagement in Grades 4 and 8 
Related to Graduation/Dropping Out of High 
School? 
 In this study, we asked whether behavioral engage-
ment in fourth grade was related to graduation/
dropping out. The analysis had statistical controls 
for other precursors of dropping out (race/ethnicity, 
SES, and academic achievement in prior grades). 

 The fourth-grade and eighth-grade analyses 
produced similar results for background charac-
teristics (Table  5.5 ). In general, students in subur-
ban/urban and rural schools were two to three 
times more likely to graduate than were students 
in inner-city schools (odds ratios from 2.1 to 3.2). 
Neither the enrollment of students’ elementary 
schools nor their eighth-grade schools was sig-
nifi cantly related to high school dropout rates. 
Data from both grades indicated that females 
were more likely to graduate from high school 
than were males (Table  5.3 ), but the difference 
was only marginally signifi cant in eighth grade. 
Students not eligible for free or reduced lunches 
were approximately three times as likely to grad-
uate from high school as were students who were 
eligible (1 ÷ 0.33 and 1 ÷ 0.34 for fourth and 
eighth grade, respectively). In eighth grade, 
White students were less likely to graduate than 
were minority students (opposite the direction in 
Table  5.3 ). This was an artifact of the distribution 
of minority students among schools; many 
schools had one to three minority students with a 
graduation rate of 100%.  

  Behavioral engagement and graduation/dropout.  
The correlations of academic and social engage-
ment with graduation were small to moderate but 
statistically signifi cant (Table  5.4 ). The regres-
sions revealed that, as a set, academic and social 
engagement in fourth and eighth grades were sig-
nifi cantly related to high school completion 
(Table  5.5 ). When the two forms of behavioral 
engagement were viewed separately, only aca-
demic participation was statistically signifi cant in 
fourth grade. The odds ratio indicated that a one-
standard deviation increase in academic engage-
ment scale in fourth grade would double a 
student’s odds of graduating (odds ratio = 2.1). 
Social behavior did not add to the prediction of 

   Table 5.3    Graduation rates of sample by demographic 
characteristics   

 Variable 
 Fourth grade 
( n  = 1,421) 

 Eighth grade 
( n  = 2,141) 

 Gender 
 Male  82.6  81.8 
 Female  91.4  89.3 

 Race/ethnicity 
 White/Asian  89.5  87.4 
 Minority  78.0  80.9 

 Free lunch 
 Yes  78.7  76.2 
 No  93.8  92.8 

 All  87.1  85.8 
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   Table 5.4    Correlations among academic, social, and affective engagement, achievement, and graduation   

 Variable 
 Academic 
engagement 

 Social 
engagement 

 Reading 
achievement 

 Mathematics 
achievement 

 Identifi cation 
with school a   Graduation b  

 Academic engagement  –  0.72**  0.54**  0.52**  N/A  0.29** 
 Social engagement  0.71**  –  0.36**  0.34**  N/A  0.22** 
 Reading achievement  0.44**  0.33**  –  0.78**  N/A  0.21** 
 Mathematics achievement  0.50**  0.33**  0.79**  –  N/A  0.23** 
 Identifi cation with school a   0.26**  0.22**  0.04*  0.09**  –  N/A 
 Graduation b   0.31**  0.32**  0.27**  0.26**  0.09**  – 

   Note : Correlations for fourth grade are presented above the diagonal, and correlations for eighth grade are presented 
below the diagonal 
 * p  < .05; ** p  < .01 
  a  Not assessed in fourth grade 
  b 1 = graduation, 0 = dropout  

   Table 5.5    Summary of multilevel logistic regression analysis for graduation/dropout with academic and social engagement 
in grades 4 and 8   

 Predictor variable 

 Grade 4  Grade 8 

 Beta  Odds ratio a   Beta  Odds ratio a  

  School level  
 Enrollment  .001*  1.00  4.2 × 10 −4  
 Suburban/urban–inner city  .719*  2.05  .964**  2.62 
 Rural–inner city  1.173***  3.23  .770*  2.16 
  Student level  
 Behavioral engagement b     £   .001     £   .001  

 Academic  .053***  2.05  .123***  1.69 
 Social  .002  .111**  1.34 

 Female–male  .614**  1.85  .316*  1.37 
 White/Asian–minority  −.159  −1.221***  0.30 
 Free lunch (yes–no)  −1.078***  0.34  −1.112***  0.33 
 Achievement b    .114     £   .001  

 Reading composite  −.251  .227 
 Mathematics composite  .352  1.37  .252 

  Student level interactions  
 Gender × engagement b    .093     >   .500  

 Academic  .022  .032 
 Social  −.104*  −.061 

 Free-lunch × engagement b     >   .500    .348  
 Academic  .007  .072 
 Social  −.014  .101 

  Student × school interactions  
 Engagement × enrollment b     >   .500    .348  

 Academic  2.5 × 10 −4   3.4 × 10 −4  
 Social  −2.2 × 10 −4   −1.1 × 10 −4  

   Note:  School- and student-level main effects tested fi rst (not controlling for interactions). Interactions tested in separate 
analyses, controlling for main effects 
 * p  < .05; ** p  < .01; *** p  < .001 
  a Odds ratios for signifi cant effects computed from main-effect analysis 
  b Bolded values are  p  values for blockwise test of the pair of variables  
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high school graduation at this point in students’ 
schooling. 

 Students’ academic and social behaviors in 
eighth grade, considered independently and 
jointly, were signifi cantly related to graduation. 
The odds ratios for the two separate measures 
were 1.69 and 1.34, respectively. That is, a one-
standard deviation increase in academic engage-
ment increased the odds of graduating from high 
school by 69%; a one-standard deviation increase 
in social engagement increased the odds of grad-
uating by 34%. These results were obtained even 
after academic achievement, and individual stu-
dent and school characteristics were controlled 
statistically. Of the two, academic engagement 
appeared consistently more important than social 
engagement. 

 The interactions of behavioral engagement 
with school enrollment, gender, and free lunch 

were all nonsignifi cant. That is, the impact of 
academic and social participation on graduating/
dropping out is approximately the same for males 
and females, higher and lower SES students, and 
in smaller and larger schools.  

   Is Affective Engagement in Grade 8 Related to 
Graduation/Dropping Out? 
 By the time the students reached eighth grade, 
they had undergone many experiences that could 
affect their chances of completing high school, 
for example, transition from elementary grades to 
middle or junior high school, a series of academic 
successes and/or failures, changes in school, and 
changes in attitudes to school. All of these can 
promote or discourage the development of identi-
fi cation with school. 

 The correlation between identifi cation with 
school and graduation/dropping out in Table  5.4  

   Table 5.6    Summary of multilevel logistic regression analysis for graduation/dropout including identifi cation with 
school   

 Predictor variable 

 Without behavioral engagement  With behavioral engagement 

 Beta  Odds ratio a   Beta  Odds ratio a  

  School level  
 Enrollment  4.4 × 10 −4   4.2 × 10 −4  
 Suburban/urban–inner city  .950**  2.59  .969**  2.64 
 Rural–inner city  .844**  2.33  .773**  2.17 
  Student level  
 Behavioral engagement b     £   .001  

 Academic  .120***  1.67 
 Social  .109**  1.33 

 Identifi cation with school  .037**  1.26  .011 
 Female–male  .555***  1.74  .295 
 White/Asian–minority  −1.151***  0.32  −1.211***  0.30 
 Free lunch (yes–no)  −1.131***  0.32  −1.121***  0.33 
 Achievement b     £   .001     £   .001  

 Reading composite  .223*  1.26  .234 
 Mathematics composite  .550***  1.79  .247 

  Student level interactions  
 Gender × identifi cation with school  −.013  N/A 
 Free-lunch × identifi cation with school  −.021  N/A 
  Student × school interactions  
 Enrollment × identifi cation  −5.1 × 10 −4   N/A 

   Note:  School- and student-level main effects tested fi rst (not controlling for interactions). Interactions tested in separate 
analyses, controlling for main effects 
 * p  < .05. ** p  < .01. *** p  < .001 
  a  Odds ratios for signifi cant effects computed from main-effect analysis 
  b  Bolded values are  p  values for blockwise test of the pair of variables  
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was small but statistically signifi cant ( r  = 0.09, 
 p  < .01). The regression analysis (Table  5.6 ) 
showed a statistically signifi cant positive effect 
as well. Students who identifi ed more positively 
with school were more likely to graduate than 
were students with lower levels of identifi cation. 
A one-standard deviation increase in identifi cation 
in eighth grade increased the odds of graduating 
by 26% (odds ratio = 1.26), above and beyond the 
effects of academic achievement in grades 6 
through 8 and student and school characteristics. 
Affective engagement appeared to be an impor-
tant factor in sustaining a student’s persistence 
through high school, although the effect was 
not as strong as that of behavioral engagement 
(Table  5.5 ).  

 None of the interactions of identifi cation with 
gender, free-lunch eligibility, and school enroll-
ment were statistically signifi cant. The impact of 
identifi cation with school on the likelihood of 
graduating was similar for male and female 
 students, students from higher- and lower-SES 
homes, and smaller and larger schools alike.  

   Does Affective Engagement Explain 
Graduation/Dropping Out Above and Beyond 
Behavioral Engagement? 
 The measures of affective and behavioral engage-
ment in eighth grade were signifi cantly correlated 
with each other ( r  = 0.26 and  r  = 0.22). Of these, 
behavioral engagement (academic and social) 
had higher correlations with achievement and 
dropping out than did affective engagement. In a 
regression analysis of eighth-grade data, the 
blockwise test of both behavioral measures, and 
of each individual measure, was virtually 
unchanged by the addition of identifi cation with 
school to the model (right-hand portion of 
Table  5.6 ). That is, above and beyond identifi ca-
tion with school, and above and beyond actual 
school performance, the academic and social 
behaviors of eighth graders continued to contrib-
ute to high school graduation. A one-standard 
deviation increase in academic engagement 
increased the odds of attaining a high school 
diploma by 67% (odds ratio = 1.67) and a one-

standard deviation increase in social engagement 
by 33% (odds ratio = 1.33). 

 Can a similar conclusion be drawn for affec-
tive engagement? When behavioral engagement 
was included in the model, the effect of identifi ca-
tion with school became nonsignifi cant. Although 
affective engagement alone was correlated with 
whether or not students graduated or dropped out 
of high school, it contributed less, if anything, 
above and beyond observable academic and 
social behaviors. Consistently with research cited 
in this chapter, it appears that identifi cation with 
school affected academic achievement and attain-
ment indirectly through its impact on students’ 
classroom behavior.   

   Summary and Discussion 

 The results of the study are summarized in 
Table  5.7 . Academic and social engagement in 
fourth and eighth grade contributed to students’ 
decisions to remain in school and graduate or to 
leave school early. Academic engagement pre-
dominated; its connection with high school grad-
uation is stronger than that of social participation. 
These connections were robust, that is, they were 
found to be signifi cant when achievement levels 
and affective engagement in eighth grade were 
controlled statistically, and the absence of signifi -
cant interactions with gender, SES, or school 
location indicates that it applies similarly to sub-
groups of students.  

 Students who are academically and socially 
engaged in school are likely to have higher 
achievement and to receive positive responses 
from teachers for their work and behavior. These 
forms of reinforcement help students maintain 
habits of high engagement throughout the grades, 
leading to school completion. Students who are 
not engaged academically or who exhibit nega-
tive social behaviors create academic risk: they 
have lower achievement levels and are more 
likely to experience frustration and to receive 
negative responses from teachers. Continued 
nonengagement, accompanied by low or failing 
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grades and negative responses from teachers, 
increases the likelihood of dropping out. 

 Exactly how affective engagement and other 
school-related attitudes infl uence achievement 
and persistence is not clear. The data of this study 
indicated that identifi cation with school may pro-
mote academic and social engagement. However, 
it had a weak correlation with dropping out when 
considered by itself and did not contribute to 
dropping out above the impact of observable 
behavior. More research on the role of affective 
engagement is needed. 

 Much remains to be done with the data. The 
same variables would benefi t for being assembled 
into an inclusive structural equation model in 
which direct and indirect effects of the indepen-
dent variables on dropping out and the effects of 
the independent variables on one another could 
be examined simultaneously. Other variables 
could also be considered including characteris-
tics of the teachers and the schools. The analysis 
is continuing.   

   Implications: Student Engagement 
and Disengagement 

 It is well supported by empirical research that 
engagement is a precursor to academic achieve-
ment and attainment. Further, forms of engagement 
are intuitive, observable, and easily understood 
by teachers as being important to learning. The 
impact of engagement is both direct (e.g., paying 
attention or completing assignments) and indi-
rect (e.g., antisocial behavior that disrupts 
instruction thus interfering with learning oppor-
tunities). The research reviewed in this chapter 
shows that (a) engagement has a concurrent 
impact on academic achievement. The connec-
tion is likely to be reciprocal, that is, high 
achievement is likely to promote continuing 
engagement and low achievement is likely to 
discourage further engagement; (b) engagement 
in early and middle grades is predictive of 
achievement and attainment in later grades, 
even up through the postsecondary years; and 

   Table 5.7    Summary of regression analysis for predicting graduation/dropping out   

 Question/variable(s) 

 Odds ratios and  p  values 

 Grade 4  Grade 8 

  Question 1: Is behavioral engagement in grades 4 and 8 related to graduation/
dropping out of high school?  
  Answer 1: Yes, in both grades  

 Behavioral engagement (academic and social) 
 Unique effect of academic engagement 
 Unique effect of social engagement 

  p  < .001 a  
 2.1** 
  NS  

  p  < .001 a  
 1.7** 
 1.3* 

  Question 2: Is affective engagement in grade 8 related to graduation/dropping out?  
  Answer 2: Yes, weak association  

 Affective engagement (identifi cation with school)  –  1.3* 
  Question 3: Does affective engagement explain graduation/ dropping out above 
and beyond behavioral engagement?  
  Answer 3: No  

 Behavioral engagement controlling for affective engagement 
 Unique effect of academic engagement 
 Unique effect of social engagement 

 Affective engagement controlling for behavioral engagement 

 – 
 – 
 – 
 – 

  p  < .001 a  
 1.7** 
 1.3* 
  NS  

   Note:  Odds ratios only given for signifi cant effects 
  NS  not statistically signifi cant 
 * p  < .01; ** p  < .001 
  a Tests of pairs of predictors (no odds ratios)  
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(c) engagement behaviors and attitudes can help 
students overcome the obstacles presented by 
status and academic risk factors, including fac-
tors associated with behavior problems outside 
of school. 

 Unfortunately, many students fail to become 
fully engaged, and others begin to disengage at 
some point during their schooling. This can lead 
to academic problems, mild and severe forms of 
misbehavior, and attenuated school careers. 
Status and academic risk factors are sometimes 
used as explanations for these problems, for 
example, students’ attitudes are poor (“blame the 
student”), single parents, parents who do not 
monitor their children’s behavior or who are not 
involved with school activities are at the root of 
the problem (“blame the family”), and/or friends 
or street life are not conducive to staying in 
school (“blame the community”). 

 The engagement/disengagement perspective 
acknowledges that behavioral risk is at least par-
tially situated in the school and classroom and 
thus partially under our control. It assumes that 
engagement develops over a period of years—an 
assumption supported by empirical data pre-
sented in this chapter. This view has strong impli-
cations for educators: efforts to prevent 
disengagement should be targeted toward the 
elementary and middle grades as well as high 
school. Unlike the status- and academic-risk 
explanations, attention is focused on behaviors 
that are wholly or partially manipulable and 
responsive to school and classroom practices. 

 This perspective also emphasizes that engage-
ment is multifaceted, although scholars have 
somewhat different views about what the compo-
nents are. The four components presented in this 
chapter—academic, social, cognitive, and affec-
tive—are ingredients common to multiple defi ni-
tions; they avoid ingredients outside the concept 
of engagement, and they are conceptually dis-
tinct. Each plays a different role in supporting 
academic outcomes, and each, if weak or lacking, 
contributes to academic or behavior problems or 
early school leaving. 

 At this point in time, extensive research into 
the antecedents or consequences of academic and 
social engagement is unlikely to produce much in 
the way of new understandings. The research dis-
cussed in this chapter and the other chapters in 
this book show that a very large knowledge base 
is already in place. 

 In contrast, three areas need further research 
and development. First,  research on  cognitive 
engagement is disjointed and needs to be assem-
bled into a consistent explanatory framework. 
Most studies have been conducted in specifi c 
academic subjects, leaving questions about com-
monalities unanswered. For example, is cognitive 
engagement subject specifi c or do students have 
general propensities to become cognitively 
engaged (or not engaged) in all subjects? If so, 
what is the nature of these propensities and how 
can they be assessed? How do students develop 
the capacity to be cognitively engaged and how 
do they remain cognitively engaged outside a 
specifi c setting? And fi nally, how is the learning 
that results from cognitive engagement different 
from learning without the in-depth thinking it 
requires? A theoretical perspective that brings 
diverse fi ndings together into one broad frame-
work would be informative. 

 Second, we have limited understanding of 
 how affective engagement develops . On one 
hand, research has explored the relationship of 
academic achievement with specific forms of 
affect, for example, liking for school and 
school subjects, liking the teacher(s), aca-
demic motivation, frustration, and boredom. 
On the other hand, the theory and research 
summarized in this chapter indicate that early 
transitory forms of affect evolve into more 
stable forms in later grades. To our knowledge, 
no study has examined this assertion in depth 
or in its entirety. 

There is pressing need for research that 
(a) assesses various forms of affect experi-
enced in early grades to examine the relation-
ships among them, (b) examines stability and 
change in affect as students mature, and the 
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experiences that affect stability and change, 
and (c) examines the relationship between 
affect that is more transitory and affect that is 
more trait-like and generalizes across settings 
within schools or between one school and the 
next school a student attends. This research 
would need to be longitudinal and incorporate 
both quantitative and qualitative approaches. 

 The third area in need of further work involves 
application more than theory:  creating more 
complete ways to identify students at risk of non-
engagement or disengagement . The approach 
advocated most widely is to consider the charac-
teristics of students and their school experiences. 
This is exemplifi ed in the What Works 
Clearinghouse’s dropout prevention guide 
(Dynarski et al.,  2008  ) . The fi rst recommenda-
tion, of seven, is “Utilize data systems that…
help identify individual students at high risk of 
dropping out” (p. 10); the recommendation is 
accompanied by a list of student risk factors such 
as academic problems, truancy, behavior prob-
lems, retentions, and academic and social 
performances. 

 This approach does not give adequate atten-
tion to the school context. In this chapter, we have 
identifi ed four conditions of the school setting 
that promote engagement—teacher warmth and 
supportiveness, instructional approaches that 
encourage student participation, small school 
size, and a safe environment with fair and effective 
disciplinary practices—and there are more. When 
these conditions are less than optimal, or lacking 
altogether, the likelihood of student disengagement 
goes up. To date, there have been few if any attempts 
to assess the classroom and school context in 
addition to student characteristics   to identify the 
threats to student engagement. A package of 
assessments for this purpose would involve 
observations of students in the school setting, 

observations of teacher-student interactions 
(with specifi c foci), and reactions from students 
themselves. It would help guide interventions to 
make classrooms and schools more conducive 
to student engagement.       

   Appendix    

   Fourth Grade 

   Student Participation Questionnaire          

 The codes in parentheses indicate the subscale to which 
the item belongs: 

  Subscale reliability  
 E = Effort  .94 
 I = Initiative  .89 
 N = Nonparticipatory behavior  .89 
 V = Value  .68 
 The sign (+, −) indicates the direction of scoring. Items 
marked “−” should be reverse-scored before summing 
the items in the subscale. 
 (Items 29–31 are not part of these subscales). 

  Notes:  
 The items in this questionnaire have been com-
bined in different ways for use in different research 
studies. 

 This questionnaire is in the public domain and 
may be used without permission. Notifi cation to 
the author is requested. 

 The eighth-grade version of the questionnaire 
is available from the author upon request.   

   Fourth Grade 

   Student Participation Questionnaire 

 Student’s Name:_________________________
_______________________________________ 
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 This student:   Never   Some times    Always  

 (E+)   1. pays attention in class  1  2  3  4  5 
 (E+)   2. completes homework on time  1  2  3  4  5 
 (E+)   3. works well with other children  1  2  3  4  5 
 (E−)   4. loses, forgets, or misplaces materials  1  2  3  4  5 
 (E−)   5. comes late to class  1  2  3  4  5 
 (I+)   6.  attempts to do his/her work thoroughly and well, 

rather than just trying to get by 
 1  2  3  4  5 

 (N+)   7. acts restless, is often unable to sit still  1  2  3  4  5 
 (I+)   8. participates actively in discussions  1  2  3  4  5 
 (E+)   9. completes assigned seat work  1  2  3  4  5 
 (V+)  10. thinks that school is important  1  2  3  4  5 
 (N+)  11. needs to be reprimanded  1  2  3  4  5 
 (N+)  12. annoys or interferes with peers’ work  1  2  3  4  5 
 (E+)  13. is persistent when confronted with diffi cult problems  1  2  3  4  5 
 (E−)  14. does not seem to know what is going on in class  1  2  3  4  5 
 (I+)  15. does more than just the assigned work  1  2  3  4  5 
 (I−)  16. is withdrawn, uncommunicative  1  2  3  4  5 
 (E+)  17. approaches new assignments with sincere effort  1  2  3  4  5 
 (V−)  18. is critical of peers who do well in school  1  2  3  4  5 
 (I+)  19. asks questions to get more information  1  2  3  4  5 
 (N+)  20. talks with classmates too much  1  2  3  4  5 
 (E−)  21.  does not take independent initiative, must be helped 

to get started, and kept going on work 
 1  2  3  4  5 

 (E−)  22. prefers to do easy problems rather than hard ones  1  2  3  4  5 
 (V−)  23. criticizes the importance of the subject matter  1  2  3  4  5 
 (E+)  24. tries to fi nish assignments even when they are diffi cult  1  2  3  4  5 
 (I+)  25.  raises his/her hand to answer a question or volunteer 

information. 
 1  2  3  4  5 

 (I+)  26.  goes to dictionary, encyclopedia, or other reference 
on his/her own to seek information 

 1  2  3  4  5 

 (E−)  27.  gets discouraged and stops trying when encounters 
an obstacle in schoolwork, is easily frustrated 

 1  2  3  4  5 

 (I+)  28.  engages teacher in conversation about subject matter 
before or after school, or outside of class 

 1  2  3  4  5 

 29.  attends other school activities such as athletic 
contests, carnivals, and fund-raising events 

 1  2  3  4  5 

 30. The student’s overall academic performance is  Above  average    Average   Below  average  
 1  2  3 

 31.  Does this student attend special education classes 
outside of your classroom? 

  No    Yes  

 1  2 

 Below are items that describe children’s behavior 
in school. Please consider the behavior of the stu-
dent named above over the  last 2–3  months. Circle 
the number that indicates how often the child 
exhibits the behavior. Please answer  every item .  

 Thank you for your time. Please enclose the 
teacher/class information sheet and all the ques-
tionnaires—those completed and not complete—
in the envelope provided and return it to your 
principal.     
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  Abstract 

 This chapter, by the esteemed motivation scholar Jacque Eccles and 
Ming-Te Wang, provides a commentary on the fi ve chapters in Part I. The 
authors offered additional critique of the issues raised by authors in this 
part, as well as their perspectives on future directions for the engagement 
construct. In addition, Eccles and Wang described links between the theo-
ries of engagement and the Expectancy-Value Theoretical Model of 
Achievement-Related Behavior espoused by Eccles.    

 These chapters provide excellent overviews of 
the current thinking in the broad fi eld of engage-
ment. Doing the commentary has provided us 
with a great opportunity to think through our 
own take on student engagement as a concept. 
We have been working closely for the last year 
on a series of papers most directly related to the 
Frederick et al.’s (Fredricks, Blumenfeld, & 
Paris,  2004  )  perspective on school engagement. 
Both of us have been less involved with the work 
on engagement growing out of Finn’s partici-
pation-identifi cation theory and the work on 
dropout prevention and whole school reform. 
Reading all fi ve of these chapters with an eye 
toward writing this commentary has helped me 
(Eccles) put this collaborative work into a much 
larger framework. We both thoroughly enjoyed 
reading each of these chapters and came away 

from reading them much better informed about 
engagement theory (ET) and its incredible 
importance for our thinking about school success 
and school reform. By and large, the authors of 
each of the chapters did an admirable job of 
summarizing the extant theory and research 
relevant to their chapter as well as critiquing the 
fi eld and proposing important and promising 
future directions. Our goal was not to repeat 
their conclusions but to offer additional critiques 
and future directions as well as to expand the 
range of theoretical perspectives considered to 
be relevant to the general idea of school and 
classroom engagement. 

 We have divided our comments into several 
parts. In the fi rst, we comment directly on each 
of the fi ve chapters and end with a few summary 
comments on the full set of chapters. In the 
second part, we discuss our thinking on the 
general topic of these fi ve chapters – what is 
student engagement? In the third part, I (Eccles) 
discuss my view on the link between general 
ET and my own work on school success. I focus 
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more specifi cally on the links I see between 
general ET and the Eccles et al. ( 1983 ) expec-
tancy-value theoretical model of achievement-
related behavior (EEVT). 

   Comments on Specifi c Chapters    

 These fi ve chapters provide a very broad review 
of the ways in which student engagement (SE) 
has been conceptualized, defi ned, and measured 
as well as a comprehensive review of the extant 
literature on the association of SE with school 
achievement. The chapters represented a breadth 
of perspectives and approaches to the study of 
SE that will open the eyes of all but the most 
well-versed reader. This is even truer of the 
entire volume, which includes perspectives 
from several fi elds outside of educational and 
developmental psychology. The diversity of 
fi elds represented makes it likely that most 
readers will be exposed to previously unknown 
work. In addition, the looser format of an edited 
volume allowed the authors to expand more 
freely in their writing than is normally allowed 
in the tight confi nes of a journal article. Because 
the intended audience of this volume includes 
both researchers and practitioners, many 
authors also discussed applied aspects of their 
work that rarely appear in published research 
articles. Thus, reading these chapters will pro-
vide readers with broader insights into the 
research than is possible in journal accounts of 
their scientifi c fi ndings. 

 This part begins with an overview chapter by 
Reschly and Christenson  (  2012  ) . In this chapter, 
they discuss the conceptual haziness that has 
emerged in this fi eld as the defi nition of SE has 
broadened. They point out the need for greater 
clarity. They also point out the overlap between 
four basic theories of engagement and discuss the 
important relevance of ET for designing and 
evaluating school intervention efforts aimed at 
reducing school dropout. The chapter provides an 
excellent introduction to this part by laying the 
groundwork for the other four chapters. We reiter-
ate several of Reschly and Christenson’s critiques 
about the defi nition of SE in our discussion. 

 Finn and Zimmer  (  2012  )  provide an even more 
extensive review of the research most directly 
linked to Finn’s perspective on ET. Although not 
entirely the case, much of the research they 
review has emerged either from Finn’s early 
participation-identifi cation theory or from work 
on dropout prevention and school misbehavior. 
Reading this chapter made it clear to us that two 
fairly parallel lines of research on school success 
have been going over the last 20–30 years: (1) the 
work grounded in ET and linked closely to drop-
out prevention and at-risk populations – a tradi-
tion that includes scholars like Finn, Newmann, 
Wehlage, Reschly, and Rumburger (see the 
chapters by Reschly and Christenson and by 
Finn and Zimmer for extensive reviews of this 
tradition) – and (2) the work grounded in psy-
chological motivation theory that is more closely 
linked to academic motivation within the class-
room learning context – a tradition that includes 
scholars associated with self-determination 
 theory, achievement goal theory, achievement 
motivation theory, attribution theory, self-effi cacy 
theory, and expectancy-value theory of achieve-
ment (e.g., scholars such as Anderman, Bandura, 
Blumenfeld, Connell, Deci, Dweck, Eccles, 
Elliott, Meece, Midgley, Pintrich, Roeser, 
Schunk, Skinner, and Wigfi eld; see Wigfi eld, 
Eccles, Schiefele, Roeser, & Davis-Kean,  2006  
for a full review of this tradition). Scholars in each 
of these traditions have tried to understand the 
psychological characteristics that underlie both 
academic success and failure. In each tradition, 
a wide variety of constructs has emerged and 
extensive research has documented the associa-
tion of these various constructs with indicators 
of school success, ranging from basic learning 
to school completion. What is clear in reading 
Finn and Zimmer is how separate these two tra-
ditions have been from each other despite a quite 
common goal. As members of the second of 
these two traditions, we greatly appreciated the 
breadth of Finn and Zimmer’s review of the 
work from the fi rst tradition. We also appreci-
ated the clear implication of this work for school 
interventions. 

 Skinner and Pitzer  (  2012  )  provide an excellent 
overview of an alternative theory of engagement 



1356 Part I Commentary: So What Is Student Engagement Anyway?

– one based in the second tradition alluded to in 
the previous paragraph – self-determination the-
ory (SDT). This model stresses the importance of 
intrinsic motivation and the ways in which social 
contextual features facilitate the emergence of 
intrinsic motivation to engage in a task. In this 
sense, SDT focuses attention on the precursors of 
behavioral engagement and assumes that positive 
engagement is most likely when the context pro-
vides opportunities for individuals to fulfi ll their 
needs for competence, belonging, and autonomy. 
Skinner and Pitzer further hypothesize that 
teacher warmth, adequate structure, and support 
for autonomy are the three contextual features 
mostly likely to meet these needs and thus facili-
tate engagement. Although Skinner and Pitzer 
begin by stressing their view that “engagement 
is the outward manifestation of motivation,” 
they then enlarge their defi nition of engagement 
to bring it more in line with the broader view of 
SE salient in all fi ve of these chapters. They do 
this by including both a behavioral and an emo-
tional component to their defi nition of engage-
ment. By so doing, they increase the overlap 
between SDT and ET substantially. They add to 
the ET theorists’ view of engagement a theoreti-
cal perspective on the immediate contextual pre-
cursors most likely to infl uence behavioral and 
cognitive engagement in the classroom. They 
also add a very thoughtful discussion of disen-
gagement as a key construct and discuss the 
types of coping behaviors that will either facili-
tate or undermine learning and achievement. By 
bringing in these ideas, they focus attention on 
classroom-level engagement in learning activi-
ties, and they acknowledge that disengagement 
might be an appropriate coping response in some 
contexts. 

 Not surprisingly, we like this chapter very 
much because we are quite familiar and comfort-
able with Skinner and Pitzer’s way of framing 
their approach to the issue of motivation, engage-
ment, and learning. We particularly like their 
emphasis on engagement as the behavioral mani-
festation of motivation. We would add to this the 
idea that engagement is also the behavioral mani-
festation of social and personal identities (see 
Eccles,  2009 , and later part in this commentary). 

By so doing, we are broadening Skinner and 
Pitzer’s perspective to include something akin to 
Finn’s notion of identifi cation and to the kinds of 
identity-based self-system beliefs discussed by 
Bingham and Okagaki  (  2012  )  and to a more lim-
ited extent by Mahatmya, Lohman, Matjasko, 
and Farb  (  2012  ) . 

 Mahatmya et al.  (  2012  )  provide a develop-
mental perspective on student engagement. They 
link the ideas associated with notions of develop-
mental tasks and developmental stages to age-
related changes in the three types of engagement 
proposed by Fredricks et al.  (  2004  ) : behavioral, 
emotional, and cognitive. This chapter is much 
more speculative than the other four chapters in 
this part because there has been less research and 
less theorizing about developmental changes in 
engagement. As noted by these authors, the most 
developmental work directly related to the idea 
of student engagement is the work done by 
Eccles, Midgley, and their colleagues under the 
notion of stage-environment fi t (see Eccles et al., 
 1993  ) . Hopefully, this chapter will stimulate such 
work in the future. 

 We do have one concern about the chapter 
that should be voiced as a cautionary note, given 
the early state of this line of scholarship. To 
their credit, the authors try to bring in thinking 
from the new neuroscience of brain growth and 
development. It is important that we take the 
cognitive neuroscience perspective seriously as 
we consider developmental changes in things 
like student engagement. But we are uncomfort-
able with the use of terms like “more cognitive 
engagement” rather than a different type of cog-
nitive engagement to describe the nature of such 
changes. For example, they say, “during adoles-
cence, individuals experience rapid physical 
maturation as well as rapid development of cog-
nitive skills. …Thus, the ability to become cog-
nitively engaged with school is greater during 
adolescence compared to both early and middle 
childhood.” Although the fi rst statement may be 
correct (however, early brain development is 
pretty rapid and major neurological changes are 
also going on in the age 5–7 shift), the second 
is very controversial and may not be true. It is 
not even clear to us what evidence one would 
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look at to demonstrate that the “ability to become 
cognitively engaged is greater during adoles-
cence.” This depends on what is defi ned as cog-
nitive engagement. To the extent that cognitive 
engagement includes the mental behaviors asso-
ciated with learning, then it is not clear to us that 
learning to read and write evidences less cogni-
tive engagement than learning algebra. These 
two learning tasks may require different types 
of cognitive engagement, and the brain matura-
tion occurring during adolescence may allow 
for different and more conscious forms of cog-
nitive engagement than were available during 
early and middle childhood. At this point, we 
need to be cautious when using terms like 
“more” rather than “different,” particularly if 
we are talking about the extent to which indi-
viduals use their “full capacity” to be cogni-
tively engaged at each point in development as 
our marker of individual differences in the 
extent of cognitive engagement. 

 Finally, Bingham and Okagaki  (  2012  )  pro-
vide a very comprehensive review of the litera-
tures aimed at understanding ethnicity and 
student engagement. Essentially, this chapter 
focuses on the more distal precursors of student 
engagement. They draw on several theoretical 
frameworks and research traditions, including SDT, 
ET, critical race theory, various sociocultural the-
ories, ecological theories, person-environment 
fi t theories, collective identity theories, social 
psychological perspective of race, discrimina-
tion, and identity and social developmental the-
ories of contextual infl uences. This makes for a 
very rich chapter, particularly because they have 
skillfully interweaved these various theoretical 
frameworks to help us understand very subtle 
nuances in ethnic differences in student engage-
ment. Thus, this chapter, like Skinner and Pitzer 
 (  2012  ) , focuses on the precursors of engage-
ment, focusing in particular on the three catego-
ries of engagement set out by Fredricks et al. 
 (  2004  ) . We wish they had been more specifi c 
when they reported the fi ndings of various stud-
ies as to exactly which subtypes of engagement 
was actually measured and when engagement 
was measured as opposed to learning and 
achievement.  

   General Comments on This Part 

 As noted earlier, each of these fi ve chapters pro-
vides the reader with solid overviews of the lit-
erature related to student engagement at school 
within the frame of the chapter. In each of these 
fi ve chapters, the authors also point out a variety 
of future directions that could help us better 
understand student engagement. We agree with 
the authors that developing (1) a more integrative 
developmental-contextual approach to investi-
gate the individual and contextual factors that 
predict student engagement, and (2) appropriate 
instruments to measure student engagement at 
different levels is critical. To develop appropriate 
theories, we agree with the authors that it is 
important to revisit current relevant theories, 
such as SDT, person-environment fi t theory, fl ow 
theory, and expectancy-value theory, for more 
integrated insights into the nature of and infl u-
ences on student engagement. 

 A related approach could be to synthesize or 
modify existing theories. The chapter by Skinner 
and Pitzer  (  2012  )  on the self-system model of 
motivational development is an excellent exam-
ple of such an approach. Yet another approach for 
studying SE would be to build new models or 
theories that could be applied to classroom set-
tings as well as to situations outside the class-
room. Such models or theories could focus more 
on person-centered approaches. For example, 
they could focus on the ways in which behavior, 
emotion, and cognition develop as coordinated 
engagement-related processes in some individu-
als but as more disconnected aspects of engage-
ment in others. These person-centered patterns 
cannot easily be studied using the kinds of linear 
or hierarchical conceptualizations presented in 
these fi ve chapters. New approaches might also 
use patterns of engagement over time to explain 
and predict effective learning experiences within 
multiple contexts across time. 

 There is also a great need for better measures 
and methods of study, particularly after more 
comprehensive theories of SE and learning have 
emerged. We cannot know whether we are 
improving student engagement unless we can 
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measure it accurately and appropriately. Neither 
can we design good programs to improve SE 
until we better understand which aspects of stu-
dent engagement infl uence which aspects of 
learning and performance for which students. In 
addressing complex questions such as how dif-
ferent types of SE are involved in learning, we 
need to think carefully about such measurement 
issues as (1) how we defi ne the constructs that we 
are measuring or recording, (2) how we achieve 
internal and external validity, and (3) how we 
interpret our fi ndings. Such measurement and 
interpretation issues will necessarily include  mul-
tiple perspectives ,  multiple methods , and  multiple 
levels . Student engagement processes are rela-
tional and dynamic; they involve ongoing inter-
action between individuals and contexts. The 
different components of engagement cannot be 
wholly captured by collecting data from individ-
uals’ self-reports. The use of multiple methods 
(e.g., survey and interviews) and multiple infor-
mants (e.g., teacher, student, and parent) to assess 
SE would offer a more comprehensive and 
diverse perspective. However, we also need to be 
cautious about relying on teacher or parent reports 
of internal processes linked to emotion and cog-
nitive engagement, particularly if we then use 
these measures to predict outcomes that are also 
generated by the teacher (e.g., course grades). 

 Moreover, it is important to include and dis-
tinguish the different levels (e.g., classroom ver-
sus school building, as discussed by Skinner and 
Pitzer,  2012  )  and different time frames of student 
engagement (e.g., in-the-moment task engage-
ment versus longer term engagement/commit-
ment to a particular subject area, as discussed by 
Finn and Zimmer  (  2012  )  and by Reschly and 
Christenson  (  2012  ) ). Many of the existing 
engagement measures are quite general, rarely 
focusing on specifi c tasks, situations, or subjects. 
Incorporating domain-specifi c measures will help 
to determine to what extent engagement repre-
sents a general tendency and to what extent it is 
content specifi c. Innovative methods such as the 
experience sampling method or daily diary meth-
ods, for example, could help us capture the 
moment-to-moment experiences of different 
subtypes of engagement and then over time 

how these moment-to-moment experiences of 
engagement congeal into more integrated 
“engagement” in a specifi c subject area or a more 
global attachment to an institutional setting like 
a school building. Such methods might also 
allow us to study the ways in which and for 
whom “engagement” in a school institution leads 
to greater moment-to-moment engagement in 
particular courses.  

   What Is Engagement? 

 There is no doubt that “engagement” is currently 
a very hot topic in the broad fi eld of school 
achievement. But what is engagement? This is 
the topic of the fi ve chapters in this part of this 
handbook. Each of the chapters deals with this 
issue in one way or another. However, after read-
ing all fi ve, we were still left unsure and unsatis-
fi ed. First, it is critical that we understand that the 
answer to this question is defi nitional. We can 
defi ne student engagement in any way we would 
like, and how we defi ne it will determine its use-
fulness for various communities. Defi ning it 
broadly will make it more useful for the policy 
making and educated lay thinker communities 
but less useful for the research and scholarly 
community. Defi ning it narrowly will have the 
opposite effect. Defi ning it broadly will increase 
the overlap of engagement with other theories 
and research literatures, making its unique contri-
bution less clear. Defi ning it narrowly will force 
“engagement” scholars to make its unique contri-
bution and value-added clear. The chapters by 
Reschly and Christenson  (  2012  ) , Finn and 
Zimmer  (  2012  ) , and Skinner and Pitzer  (  2012  )  all 
deal directly with this issue. However, at times, it 
seemed as though the terms student engagement, 
and school engagement, were being used rather 
loosely to mean everything that is good about an 
individual’s relationship with his or her school. 
To the extent that this is true, then the hypothesis 
that engagement improves achievement seems 
rather circular because doing well in school both 
increases engagement and is used as evidence 
that engagement is high. 
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 Policy makers and lay educational pundits 
love broad terms like engagement that appear to 
“explain” everything: “Students are not doing 
well because they are not engaged. So let’s 
increase engagement and they will do better.” 
But what exactly is engagement? What should be 
the specifi c focus of an intervention to increase 
engagement? If “engagement” encompasses 
everything from feeling like one belongs in the 
school to doing one’s homework, or to participat-
ing in the school band, then almost anything we 
do to improve schools can be seen as an interven-
tion to increase engagement. As scientists, we 
fi nd this level of generality unsatisfying because 
it encompasses everything and anything that is 
related to students’ and teachers’ functioning in 
the school context. Probably the most concrete 
example of what we are talking about here is in 
the debate alluded to in several of the chapters 
about whether to include the concept of motiva-
tion as part of engagement. Those who prefer a 
broad, inclusive defi nition of engagement seem 
comfortable including motivational concepts 
such as affect, liking, feelings of belonging, and 
valuing within the defi nition of affective engage-
ment. In contrast, Skinner and Pitzer  (  2012  )  pre-
fer a more restricted defi nition of engagement, 
such as “the behavioral manifestation of motiva-
tion,” that makes the concept of engagement dis-
tinct from the many other related concepts. We 
agree that a more precise defi nition will make 
“engagement” easier to measure and study as 
well as to be related to other theories of achieve-
ment and learning. At several points in their 
chapter, Finn and Zimmer  (  2012  )  also seem to 
prefer a more limited notion of engagement that 
focuses on behavior (both overt and covert men-
tal behaviors), but then they also appear to be 
quite comfortable with a much broader defi ni-
tion. Reschly and Christenson  (  2012  )  also discuss 
this tension in their chapter. 

 It is important to note that the same problem 
exists in the fi eld of achievement motivation. The 
tension between broad, inclusive versus more 
specifi c perspectives pervades this area of psy-
chology as well. For example, Finn and Zimmer 
 (  2012  )  cite Newmann and colleagues’ defi nition 
of motivation in their discussion of the possible 

overlap between the terms engagement and 
motivation: to quote, “Academic motivation … 
has been defi ned as ‘a general desire or disposi-
tion to succeed in academic work and in the more 
specifi c tasks of school’.” As experts in achieve-
ment motivation as it applies to motivation in 
school contexts, we fi nd such a broad defi nition 
unsatisfying. On the one hand, such a broad defi -
nition is very useful in discussions with policy 
makers and practitioners because it orients them 
to the broad domain of motivation as contrasted 
with other broad domains such as achievement or 
problem behaviors. On the other hand, it is not 
particularly useful for discussions among 
researchers and for increasing our fundamental 
understanding of human behavior in school 
contexts. 

 There is a subfi eld of educational psychology 
that focuses specifi cally on academic motivation. 
The scholars in this fi eld have spent the last 
50 years building a taxonomy of various beliefs, 
attitudes, needs, and emotions that comprise aca-
demic motivation. They have demonstrated the 
following: (1) The various components of aca-
demic motivation infl uence different aspects of 
achievement in schools; (2) these components 
are infl uenced by different contextual features 
and experiential histories; (3) as a consequence 
of 1 and 2, different intervention strategies are 
needed for the various components, and these 
different interventions will infl uence different 
aspect of school-related behaviors; (4) the devel-
opmental patterns associated with these various 
components differ; and (5) the salience of these 
different components in motivating behavior dif-
fer across developmental time and social context 
(see Wigfi eld et al.,  2006  ) . 

 Given these specifi c facts regarding academic 
motivation and a very broad defi nition of engage-
ment, it is impossible to address the question of 
whether motivation should be seen as part of 
engagement or vice versa. The answer is both yes 
and no depending on which part of each elephant 
one is touching – in other words, “It depends.” 
For example, at the most general level, we can 
say motivation infl uences behavior which, in 
turn, infl uences subsequent outcomes or A → 
B→ C, with A = motivation, B = behavior, and 
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C = let us say learning. C of course could also be 
high school graduation, GPA, etc. Such a model 
seems quite satisfying because it is general and 
because it makes clear the mediating role of 
behavior. In this general case, one could say that 
B is engagement. If so, then motivation leads to 
engagement; motivation is thus a precursor of 
engagement rather than a part of engagement, 
and engagement mediates the relationship 
between motivation and school success. There 
are elements of this general model in each of the 
chapters, and ample evidence to support its valid-
ity is provided in each chapter. 

 But when affective engagement is considered 
to be a form of engagement, then the distinction 
between A, B, and C begins to blur. This problem 
is further exacerbated when one takes a develop-
mental perspective, as is explicitly acknowledged 
by both Finn in his participation-identifi cation 
model  (  1989  )  and Skinner and Pitzer  (  2012  )  in 
their conceptual model of engagement and disen-
gagement in the classroom. In Finn’s model, for 
example, participation in various aspects of 
school leads to success experiences which in turn 
lead to identifi cation with school which then 
infl uences subsequent participation. Similar iter-
ative processes are assumed in most models of 
achievement motivation and behavior and are at 
the core of such fundamental and classic devel-
opmentally focused psychological theories as 
conditioning, internalization, and social learning. 
The problem stems from the fact that these itera-
tive processes make it very diffi cult to keep our 
defi nitions of A, B, and C distinct. Is identifi ca-
tion part of engagement or the result of engage-
ment or the precursor of future engagement? 

 This general 3-component model is even more 
problematic as we expand our defi nition of what 
fi ts into A, B, and C. As these general categories 
of constructs become more inclusive, the likeli-
hood of making incorrect or at least not well-
informed specifi c predictions increases. For 
example, if we select the desire to become a great 
singer as our indicator of A, the participation in 
extracurricular activities for B, and the learning 
of the content in specifi c courses for C, then it is 
quite unlikely that the study will confi rm the 
prediction. We pick this extreme example to 

illustrate a more general point that is not so 
extreme: Confi rmation of specifi c predictions 
depends on the specifi cs of the predictions. And it 
is in the specifi cs that clear defi nitions really mat-
ter. So, for example, policy makers have asked 
researchers to demonstrate that extracurricular 
activities affect academic achievement in large 
part because the research community has argued 
that student engagement is important for school 
success, and then we have included participation 
in extracurricular activities as part of our defi ni-
tion of school engagement. As is pointed out in 
several of these chapters, there is evidence that 
participation in extracurricular activities is 
weakly but signifi cantly associated with GPA in 
some studies, for some programs, and for some 
populations. Thus, at a quite general level, these 
studies provide support for the general prediction 
that engagement in extracurricular activities 
infl uences achievement. But why does this asso-
ciation exist? Here the specifi cs matter, and they 
matter when one tries to develop an intervention 
designed, let us say, to increase the learning of 
the academic content being taught at school or 
students’ performance on high-stakes tests. Why 
would we expect, for example, that increasing 
opportunities for participation in extracurricular 
activities would lead to better understanding of 
algebra or a foreign language, or science? We can 
certainly generate a logic model for why this 
might be so. For example, getting students to 
come to school and attend their classes might 
increase the likelihood of their learning algebra. 
But this will depend on the extent to which 
increased feelings of belonging at school actually 
infl uence the students’ specifi c cognitive and 
behavioral engagement with algebra while they 
are in their algebra class. It will also depend on 
the extent to which the teachers are providing the 
type of high-quality algebra instruction that is 
necessary to help many formerly disengaged stu-
dents master algebra. Thus, we need to be very 
careful when we make broad claims about the 
likely impact of various engagement-focused 
interventions on different indicators of school 
success. We need detailed logic models that lay 
out the likely connections between our interven-
tions and the outcomes we hope to infl uence. 
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Otherwise, we are at risk of proving that some 
very well-designed interventions aimed at increas-
ing school attendance have little impact on con-
tent mastery in specifi c courses. Additionally and 
perhaps even more importantly, is increasing 
options, for example, to participate in high-quality 
extracurricular activities, the most effi cient or 
least expensive way to increase this type of aca-
demic performance? We are not saying that such 
programs are not useful for increasing other 
aspects of school success; the evidence reviewed 
indicates that some are and some are not. What 
we are saying is that we need to be careful and 
rigorous in our operationalization of concepts 
like engagement, as well as in our design of 
appropriate interventions for specifi c outcomes. 
In other words, uncovering the right engagement-
related interventions requires us to look very 
closely at the specifi cs of terms A, B, and C in our 
general formula. 

 We are also not saying that the authors of 
these fi ve chapters have not made similar points. 
They absolutely have in both these chapters and 
their other writings. What we are saying is that 
we need to be very mindful of the need for pre-
cision in our defi nitions and conceptualizations 
if we really want to change the various subcom-
ponents of students’ “engagement” in different 
aspects of their schooling experiences. If our 
goal is to reduce dropout rates, then increasing 
the salience and number of reasons students 
have to stay in school until graduation may be 
the most effi cient strategy. If our goal is to 
increase science or math or English literacy and 
understanding, then we should probably focus 
on more specifi c targeted strategies within 
these classrooms. We worry that using a single 
phrase like “increasing engagement” for both of 
these types of intervention strategies decreases 
the likelihood that the most effi cient strategies 
will be picked for these two very different types 
of “outcomes.” It also increases the likelihood 
that people will want evaluators of extracurricu-
lar activities to assess standardized test scores as 
a reasonable indicator of the effectiveness of the 
extracurricular activities, even though there may 
be nothing going on in these activities that 
should infl uence test scores. 

 These examples illustrate another concern we 
have with defi ning what engagement is – a con-
cern very well-articulated by Skinner and Pitzer 
 (  2012  ) . This concern focuses on the need to be 
more specifi c about what level of engagement we 
are talking about. In Fig.   2.1    , Skinner and Pitzer 
 (  2012  )  provide a very informative picture of the 
various levels at which the term engagement has 
been used as well as the types of outcomes likely 
to be associated with changes in engagement at 
each level. Keeping such distinctions salient in 
our discussions is critical to prevent misunder-
standings regarding the effectiveness of interven-
tions and overgeneralizations of our fi ndings. 

 These dilemmas are exacerbated even more 
when we move beyond motivation as the “A” 
construct in the generalized 3-component model 
outlined above. When we let A stand for all pre-
cursors of engagement (B), then we have a very 
general model of human development that over-
laps with many theories and is probably too gen-
eral to be of great scientifi c signifi cance. Although 
at the general level, it is bound to be true; at the 
specifi c level, it is not particularly useful for either 
theory testing or intervention design. It becomes a 
variation of the truism that good things lead to 
good things, which lead, in turn, to other good 
things, except when they do not. As noted by all 
of the authors, it is essential that we keep the dis-
tinction between precursors of engagement and 
indicators of engagement very clear. But, as also 
noted by the authors and by us in this commen-
tary, achieving this task is often hard to do when 
one is operating at the psychological or personal 
level. It is easier when one is looking at social 
contextual precursors of either engagement or 
school success, as is evident in the chapters by 
Bingham and Okagaki  (  2012  )  and by Mahatmya 
et al.  (  2012  ) . Bingham and Okagaki  (  2012  ) , in 
particular, provide an excellent overview of the 
research linking the many contextual features of 
families, schools, neighborhoods, and peer groups 
that both co-occur with ethnic group membership 
and likely infl uence engagement, and thus may 
explain ethnic group differences in both engage-
ment and school success. Mahatmya et al.  (  2012  )  
discuss the ways in which various contextual 
features in combination with individual-level 
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developmental changes might infl uence age-related 
changes in various indicators of engagement. As is 
clear in each of these chapters, various family and 
school contextual features have been shown to be 
precursors of the psychological processes linked 
to both motivation and engagement (see other 
chapters in this volume as well). Similarly, most 
psychological theories of human development 
would agree that these psychological processes 
mediate the associations between distal contextual 
characteristics and school success. At the general 
level, this has to be true, except when it is not. 
The dilemma is fi nding out when it is true, when it 
is not, and why. The answers to these questions 
will come by being very specifi c about which 
A, B, and C constructs are being considered. 

 In closing this part, let us stress how much we 
sympathize with engagement theorists about each 
of these dilemmas because these same issues per-
vade the fi eld of motivation as well. These are 
inherent problems in various models of motivated 
behavior as well. We bring it up here just to point 
out how diffi cult these defi nitional issues can be 
and why we need to be as clear as possible about 
what we mean by various terms at each point in 
our discussions. Both engagement and motiva-
tional theorists within both the educational psy-
chology and the educational sociology traditions 
would like to have quite general theories of behav-
ior and achievement in school contexts – theories 
that explain a broad range of behaviors and educa-
tional outcomes. Certainly, the motivational theo-
rists associated with three motivational theoretical 
systems dominant today (self-determination the-
ory, achievement goal theory, and the Eccles et al. 
expectancy-value theory) have this goal, as do the 
theorists associated with engagement theory 
described in these fi ve chapters. To have such a 
general theory, one needs to have very broad defi -
nitions of one’s core constructs. Similarly, to 
inspire policy makers and educational pundits, 
one needs sexy and overgeneralized core con-
structs. But to design effective interventions and 
move our theoretical understanding forward, we 
need to be much more specifi c. 

 We see the efforts to articulate the various 
subtypes of “engagement” as akin to the efforts 
in motivation to break the global construct 

down into its operative subcomponents. Such 
microtheorizing is critical in both fi elds. We also 
fi nd it very interesting, but not surprising, that the 
overlap between these more global theoretical 
frameworks becomes clearer and more salient as 
this microtheorizing proceeds in both frame-
works. The overlap is particularly salient when 
one adopts a developmental orientation for one’s 
theorizing: From a general developmental per-
spective, these two general frameworks for 
understanding school success are very similar in 
both their explanatory mechanisms and their 
recommendations for general and specifi c school 
reforms. But even more importantly, this 
microtheorizing is making the unique contribu-
tions of these two frameworks clearer, as well as 
the ways in which the unique constructs within 
each of these frameworks articulate with each 
other over developmental time.  

   Links Between Engagement 
Theory and the Eccles et al. 
Expectancy-Value Theory 
of Achievement-Related Behaviors 

 Now let us turn to a more specifi c discussion of 
the link of engagement theory to one quite simi-
lar theory of school achievement: the Eccles 
et al. expectancy-value theoretical model 
(EEVT). We focus on this theory because it is 
not discussed to any great extent in any of the 
other chapters in this book. The other major the-
ories of motivated behavior in academic settings 
are discussed extensively in Skinner and Pitzer 
( 2012 ) and Finn and Zimmer ( 2012 )    and the set 
of chapters in Part II of this handbook. 

 There are two ways in which Eccles’ theoretical 
frameworks connect to ET. First, the general EEVT 
model was designed to explain individual and 
group differences in individuals’ decisions to 
engage in, and the extent of their actual engage-
ment in, various achievement-related activities. 
Here the overlap is quite explicit. The second over-
lap relates to Eccles and Midgley’s extension of 
the EEVT into their stage-environment fi t theory 
of motivation. We discuss each of these in turn. 
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 Eccles began her career interested in the 
question of why males and females engage in dif-
ferent types of achievement-related behaviors in 
various spheres of life including school, extracur-
ricular activities, educational and occupational 
choices, and achievement-related avocational 
behaviors and contexts. Her initial studies focused 
on why females were less likely than males to 
aspire to careers in STEM, and as a result, to be 
less likely than males to enroll in advanced math 
and physical science courses in secondary school 
and college. To address this question, Eccles and 
her colleagues (see    Eccles [Parsons] et al.,  1983 ; 
Meece et al.,  1982  )  developed a socio-cultural 
embedded expectancy value theoretical model 
of task choice/engagement – the Eccles et al. 
expectancy-value theoretical model (EEVT) – 
and applied it to students’ course-taking deci-
sions. Eccles and her colleagues have since used 
this model to guide their research into a much 
broader question: Why does anyone do anything? 
Although they typically used terms like behav-
ioral choices, persistence, and achievement when 
describing their major dependent measures or 
outcomes, Eccles has always included the idea of 
engagement in her set of major dependent mea-
sures. When doing so, she was referring to both 
the behavioral and cognitive aspects of engage-
ment as defi ned by Fredericks et al. and to behav-
ioral engagement as defi ned by Skinner et al. 
rather than to sense of belonging to the institution 
in which the activities are placed. I (Eccles) would 
put emotional engagement as either an antecedent 
of behavioral/cognitive engagement (i.e., antici-
pated positive or negative emotional arousal 
resulting from engagement) or an emotional 
reaction to being engaged in doing the task. 

 My (Eccles) general perspective was heavily 
infl uenced by three broad theoretical perspec-
tives: (1) The life course view that both personal 
agency and social structure are prime forces in 
life span development; (2) the social processes 
underlying socialization and internalization; and 
(3) the person-environment fi t perspective that 
people fare best and are likely to be most engaged 
when they are in contexts that meet their psycho-
logical needs. I felt that bringing together these 
three perspectives would provide a comprehen-

sive theoretical approach to task choice and 
behavioral engagement. The focus on personal 
agency led me to expectancy-value theoretical 
perspectives on task choice and task engagement. 
The focus on socialization and internalization led 
me to a focus on the ways in which external forces 
and context become a part of the individuals’ 
expectations for success and subjective task 
values across a wide array of tasks. Finally, the 
person-environment fi t perspective led me to the-
orize about those aspects of the context that 
would increase or decrease the expectations 
and values of the individuals’ deciding to engage 
in various tasks or contexts. Thus, the person-
environment fi t perspective focused my and Carol 
Midgley’s attention on the link between the 
nature of contexts and the needs of the persons; 
we assumed that motivation would be highest 
when the demands of the task fi t well with both 
the person’s sense of agency (in this case, their 
expectations of success) and the values, needs, 
and goals of the individual. In this way, the theo-
retical approach adopted by my colleagues and 
me is quite consistent with the approaches guid-
ing both ET and SDT. 

 The EEVT general model that emerged is illus-
trated in Fig.   6.1 . Our ultimate goal was to predict 
task choice and intensity of task engagement. The 
task could be as focused as doing a homework 
assignment or as broad as being engaged at school 
with suffi cient intensity to lead to graduation. We 
argued that such engagements would be directly 
predicted by two major psychological constructs: 
expectations of success and perceived/subjective 
task value. Thus, the most proximal precursors of 
engagement where beliefs that are commonly 
thought to be part of modern achievement motiva-
tional theories. We then specifi ed the more distal 
psychological and social processes likely to infl u-
ence these proximal beliefs. Thus, like Skinner 
and Pitzer  (  2012  ) , Finn and Zimmer  (  2012 ) and 
Bingham and Okagaki  (  2012  ) , most of our theo-
rizing has focused on the precursors of engage-
ment rather than on the defi nition of engagement 
itself. We put both engagement and achievement 
in our outcome box. However, like both engage-
ment and SDT theorists (e.g., Finn & Zimmer, 
 2012 ; Reschly & Christenson,  2012 ; Skinner & 
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Pitzer,    2012   ; Finn & Zimmer,    2012  ) , we consider 
our larger perspective to be a general theory of 
motivated behavior that helps understand individ-
ual and group differences in school achievement. 
We differ more in the labels for specifi c constructs 
than in the overarching goal of the theoretical 
system.  

 Perhaps the aspect of EEVT that overlaps 
most with ET is the role of affect and of determi-
nants of subjective task value. Because we are 
developmentalists, we see affect as both a precur-
sor and a consequence of engagement rather than 
as a part of engagement. Like Finn in his partici-
pation-identifi cation model  (  1989  ) , we proposed 
that success (or failure) experiences in various 
settings create emotional reactions, which over 
time accumulate within the person to form stable 
positive (or negative) feelings about similar set-
tings and activities, which, in turn both raise (or 
lower) the value one attaches to these settings and, 
to the extent that these association become part of 
the person’s core self-beliefs or self-schema, 

increase identifi cation with or attachment to the 
institutional settings in which such activities take 
place. We include such experiences in the box 
labeled affective memories and the link of these 
memories to the box labeled self-related beliefs. 
We further assume that these beliefs increase the 
subjective task value of engaging in tasks in such 
settings. 

 We also believe that subjective task value is 
composed of beliefs about how enjoyable the 
task will be, how useful the task is for fulfi lling 
one’s various short- and long-term goals, how 
well the task helps one manifest one’s personal 
needs and both personal and social identities, and 
fi nally how much engaging in the task costs in 
terms of time, effort, energy, external assets, and 
the ability to engage in other tasks either more or 
less directly related to one’s personal and social 
needs and goals. These same ideas are evident in 
all of the fi ve chapters in this part. For example, 
they overlap with (1) what Skinner and Pitzer 
 (  2012  )  include under emotion and cognitive 
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orientation in Fig.   2.2    ; (2) what both Finn and 
Zimmer  (  2012  )  and Reschly and Christenson 
 (  2012  )  include under the rubrics of affective 
engagement, cognitive engagement, and school 
identifi cation; and (3) what Martin 2012 (chapter 
in this volume) refers to as adaptive cognitions. 
However, EEVT places greater emphasis on the 
role of both personal and social identities and 
short- and long-term goals as key mediators of 
engagement through their infl uence on the indi-
vidual’s hierarchies of subjective task values. The 
central role of personal and social identities 
has become a major focus on my work over the 
last 10–15 years (see Eccles  2009  ) , as I have 
extended the model to look at racial identities as 
well as more personal identities that underlie 
what we labeled attainment value. By focusing 
on these dimensions of the self, we have 
expanded the range of self-related characteris-
tics that might infl uence engagement through 
their impact on perceived person-environment 
fit and thus subjective task value. 

 We also place greater emphasis than such moti-
vational theoretical frameworks as SDT or AGT 
on the social or more distal precursors of engage-
ment. In this way, we are more like Bingham 
and Okagaki  (  2012  )  in our orientation than we are 
like Skinner and Pitzer  (  2012  ) , and Finn and 
Zimmer  (  2012  ) . However, like Skinner and Pitzer 
 (  2012  ) , Finn and Zimmer  (  2012  ) , Mahatmya et al. 
 (  2012  ) , and Reschly and Christenson  (  2012  ) , we 
are very interested in interventions designed to 
increase engagement. This has lead us to focus, in 
the various extensions of the EEVT, on those 
characteristics of the school, family, and peer 
groups that infl uence school-related task engage-
ment through increasing the perceived subjective 
task value of these tasks or activities. Like 
Mahatmya et al.  (  2012  ) , we have been particularly 
interested in those aspects of the changing school 
context that may underlie the declines in many 
students’ interest in engaging in school academic-
related task as they move into and through pri-
mary and secondary school. 

 This concern with social precursors lead 
Eccles and Midgley to take a closer look at devel-
opmental changes in both expectations for success 
in and the subjective task value associated with 
the learning aspects of classroom experiences. 

Our own longitudinal data from the 1980s showed 
major declines in the students’ expectations for 
and interest in various school subjects as they 
moved from elementary school into secondary 
school. Carol Midgley and I became intrigued by 
what might be going on to explain these differ-
ences. We decided that the decline refl ected 
changes in the kinds of experiences the students 
were having in their classrooms. We predicted 
that students on average experienced what we 
called a developmentally inappropriate shift in 
the types of classroom and teacher characteristics 
as they moved into secondary school, leading to 
increasingly poor fi t between the needs of many 
adolescents and the opportunities provided by 
their school. We called this perspective stage-
environment fi t or misfi t (Eccles & Midgley, 
 1989 ; Eccles et al.,  1993  ) . 

 Much like SDT, we argued that individuals 
thrive best in classrooms that meet their personal 
and social needs. Like SDT, we argued (1) that 
students have a strong need to feel competent if 
they are to maintain high expectations for suc-
cess and (2) that students need to have positive 
relationships with their teachers for a variety of 
reasons. We felt that maintaining this sense of 
competence would become more diffi cult for 
many adolescents, particularly in large schools 
where their teachers are working with so many 
other students, because their academic defi cits 
would make mastery of the material being taught 
more diffi cult. We felt that this problem would be 
further exacerbated by an increased focus on 
social comparative grading. Similar to    SDT, we 
also argued that adolescents, in particular, have a 
growing need for greater autonomy and self-
direction, while at the same a growing need to 
have close relationships with nonfamilial adults. 
We also argued that they need the chance to try 
new, challenging tasks, activities, and contexts in 
an environment that also provides a strong safety 
net. Finally, we argued that the emergence of 
more well-articulated personal and social identi-
ties would increase the need for opportunities to 
explore activities directly related to these identi-
ties – thus increasing the importance of the rele-
vance of the material they were learning for the 
subjective task value they would attach to various 
courses and activities in the secondary school 
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setting. Directly related, the emergence of more 
well-articulated social identities would increase 
the salience of ethnic relevance and peer group 
norms. Thus, like Bingham and Okagaki  (  2012  ) , 
we argued that ethnic compatibility and sensitivi-
ties would become increasingly important during 
the secondary school years. Many of these same 
points were discussed by Lohman et al.  (  2012  ) . 
Thus, we see many overlaps between the work 
associated with Eccles and her colleagues and the 
work being done by theorists in the engagement 
theory tradition.  

   General Conclusions 

 In summary, there is substantial overlap across the 
various general theories of motivated behavior in 
the school context discussed in these fi ve chap-
ters, in the other chapters in this handbook, and in 
our commentary. At the most general level, this 
overlap suggests that we are converging on a 
shared theoretical framework across both the psy-
chology and the sociology of education. Thus, it is 
not surprising that the measures used to assess 
engagement itself as well as its precursors and 
consequences are quite similar to the measures 
used to assess various key constructs in these 
other theories – a point well made by Reschly and 
Christenson  (  2012  )  and by Finn and Zimmer 
 (  2012  ) . Finally, and also not surprisingly, much of 
the research presented in these chapters provides 
support for the basic tenets of each of the theories 
of motivated behavior discussed in this commen-
tary and in the other chapters in this book. 

 At the more specifi c level, it is important that 
we compare and contrast the details of each of 
these theories in order to determine the most pow-
erful and the most easily controlled infl uences on 
school engagement. It is also important that we 
fi nd the places where these theories and approaches 
make different predictions and then test these 
varying hypotheses. Such research is critical to 
both the research and policy/practice communi-
ties. Thus, it is critical that we focus on both the 
similarities and the differences among these vari-
ous theoretical approaches as we move forward 
on both the theoretical and applied fronts.      
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        Watch as a student engages herself in a learning 
activity. What catches your eye? What really 
matters in terms of whether she will learn some-
thing new or develop her skills? What unseen 
motivational processes contribute to and explain 
her attention, effort, emotionality, strategic think-
ing, and sense of initiative and agency? As you 
watch the ebb and fl ow of her engagement, can 

  7
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you predict what will happen next? Can you pre-
dict what she will and will not do in the coming 
minute? If you were to provide some assistance 
(the way a teacher might), what would you say? 
What would you do? 

 Using the eyes and experience of the teacher 
and using the theory and tools of the researcher, 
the present chapter refl ects on these questions to 
pursue three goals. First, the chapter overviews 
self-determination theory (SDT). SDT is a theory 
of motivation that helps researchers and practi-
tioners alike to understand and enhance not only 
student motivation but also the engagement that 
arises out of that motivation. It is a macrotheory 
of motivation comprised of fi ve interrelated mini-
theories, including basic needs theory, organis-
mic integration theory, goal contents theory, 
cognitive evaluation theory, and causality orien-
tations theory (Ryan & Deci,  2002 ; Vansteenkiste, 
Niemiec, & Soenens,  2010  ) . Second, using an 
SDT perspective, the chapter explains how class-
room conditions sometimes support but other 
times interfere with students’ motivation, engage-
ment, and positive school functioning. The focus 
in this discussion will be on the student-teacher 
dialectical framework that is embedded within an 
SDT analysis. Third, the chapter highlights stu-
dent engagement. Recent classroom-based, lon-
gitudinally designed research has produced 
several new and important insights into defi ning, 
understanding, and promoting students’ engage-
ment. In the discussion of these new fi ndings, 
particular emphasis will be paid to the functions 
of student engagement.  

   Three Questions 

 To help readers compare, contrast, and integrate 
the various chapters of the  Handbook of Research 
on Student Engagement , the editors asked each 
contributing author team to address the following 
three questions:
    1.    What are your defi nitions of engagement and 

motivation, and how do you differentiate 
between the two?  

    2.    What overarching framework or theory do 
you use to study and explain engagement or 
motivation?  

    3.    What is the role of context in explaining 
engagement or motivation?     

   What Is Engagement? 
What Is Motivation? 
How Do You Differentiate the Two?  

  Engagement  refers to the extent of a student’s 
active involvement in a learning activity, a defi ni-
tion borrowed from Wellborn’s  (  1991  )  pioneer-
ing work on the subject. The defi nitional emphasis 
on “learning activity” is important because the 
present chapter focuses rather narrowly on 
engagement as a task- or domain-specifi c event, 
as the student is engaged in a particular learning 
activity (for a matter of minutes) or in a particular 
course (for a matter of months). 

 Engagement is a multidimensional construct. 
As depicted in Fig.  7.1 , engagement features four 
distinct, but highly intercorrelated, aspects. Each of 
these four aspects will be discussed in depth in the 
chapter, but for now recall the observational episode 
from the opening paragraph in which you might 
fi nd yourself observing a student reading, practic-
ing, or playing. From the perspective of the present 
chapter, making a judgment of how actively 
involved the student was in the learning activity 
would involve assessments of her concentration, 
attention, and effort (behavioral engagement), 
the  presence of task-facilitating emotions such 
as interest and the absence of task-withdrawing 
emotions such as distress (emotional engagement), 
her usage of sophisticated rather than superfi cial 
learning strategies (cognitive engagement), and 
the extent to which she tries to enrich the learning 
experience rather than just passively receive it as a 
given (agentic engagement).  

  Motivation  refers to any force that energizes 
and directs behavior (Reeve,  2009a  ) . Energy 
gives behavior its strength, intensity, and persis-
tence. Direction gives behavior its purpose and 



1517 A Self-determination Theory Perspective on Student Engagement

goal-directedness. While motivation arises from 
many different sources (e.g., needs, cognitions, 
emotions, environmental events), it is viewed 
in the present chapter from a needs-based per-
spective within the self-determination theory 
framework; hence, motivation is equated with 
students’ psychological need satisfaction. That 
is, students who perceive themselves to be 
acting with a sense of autonomy, competence, 
and relatedness during the learning activity 
experience high-quality motivation, while those 
who have these three needs neglected or frus-
trated during instruction experience low-quality 
motivation. 

 The distinction between the two constructs is 
that motivation is a private, unobservable psy-
chological, neural, and biological process that 
serves as an antecedent cause to the publically 
observable behavior that is engagement. While 

motivation and engagement are inherently linked 
(each infl uences the other), those who study 
motivation are interested in engagement mostly 
as an outcome of motivational processes, whereas 
those who study engagement are interested 
mostly in motivation as a source of engagement. 
So, motivation is the relatively more private, sub-
jectively experienced cause, while engagement is 
the relatively more public, objectively observed 
effect.  

   What Overarching Framework Informs 
Your Understanding of Motivation 
and Engagement? 

 Self-determination theory provides the overarch-
ing theoretical framework to guide my research 
questions and empirical study of both motivation 

Engagement
during a Learning Activity

Behavioral
Engagement

• On-task attention
and concentration.

• High effort.

• High task persistence.

Emotional
Engagement

• Presence of task-facilitating
emotions (e.g., interest,
curiosity, and enthusiasm).

• Absence of task-withdrawing
emotions (e.g., distress, anger,
frustration, anxiety, and fear).

Cognitive
Engagement

• Use of sophisticated, deep,
and personalized learning
strategies (e.g., elaboration).

• Seeking conceptual
understanding rather than
surface knowledge.

• Use of self-regulatory
strategies (e.g., planning).

Agentic
Engagement

• Proactive, intentional, and
constructive contribution
into the flow of the learning
activity (e.g., offering
input, making suggestions).

• Enriching the learning
activity, rather than
passively receiving
it as a given.

  Fig. 7.1    Four interrelated aspects of students’ engagement during a learning activity       
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and engagement. A particular emphasis is placed 
on the student-teacher dialectical framework 
embedded within SDT. Both of these frameworks 
will be presented in the present chapter.  

   What Is the Role of Context in 
Explaining Engagement or Motivation? 

 Students have needs, goals, interests, and values 
of their own, and these motivations sometimes 
manifest themselves in a context-free way, as 
when a student adopts a mastery goal orientation 
across all achievement contexts. These motiva-
tions also express themselves when student are 
alone, as when an adolescent clicks on a web page, 
fi nds it interesting, and reads about the topic for 
hours, all in the privacy of his or her personal time 
on a computer. When students are in the class-
room, however, context matters. In the classroom, 
students live and interact in a social world that 
offers supports for and threats against their needs, 
goals, interests, and values. In the classroom, the 
teacher and the learning environment are so instru-
mental in supporting versus frustrating student 
motivation and engagement that it almost does not 
make sense to refer to “student” engagement 
because it cannot be separated or disentangled 
from the social context in which it occurs. That is, 
every student’s classroom engagement is invari-
ably a joint product of his or her motivation and 
classroom supports versus thwarts. 

 This view on the role of context in motivation 
and engagement foreshadows three implications. 
First, to fl ourish, student motivation and student 
engagement need supportive conditions, espe-
cially supportive student-teacher relationships. 
Second, the role of the teacher (or the classroom 
context more generally) is not to create or manu-
facture student motivation or engagement. Rather, 
the teacher’s role is to support the student moti-
vation and engagement that is already there and 
to do so in a way that allows for high- (rather than 
low-) quality motivation and engagement. Third, 
it is only partially valid to think of the relations 
among social context, motivation, engagement, 
and student outcomes in a linear fashion (i.e., 

social context → motivation → engagement → 
outcomes) because one also needs to think about 
these relations in a reciprocal way.   

   Self-determination Theory 

 Self-determination theory (SDT) is a theory of 
motivation that uses traditional empirical meth-
ods to build its theory and to inform its classroom 
applications. The theory, which has been 40 years 
in the making, assumes that all students, no mat-
ter their age, gender, socioeconomic status, 
nationality, or cultural background, possess inher-
ent growth tendencies (e.g., intrinsic motivation, 
curiosity, psychological needs) that provide a 
motivational foundation for their high-quality 
classroom engagement and positive school func-
tioning (Deci & Ryan,  1985a,   2000 ; Reeve, Deci, 
& Ryan,  2004 ; Ryan & Deci,  2000,   2002 ; 
Vansteenkiste et al.,  2010  ) . While other motiva-
tion theories explain how students’ expectations, 
beliefs, and goals contribute to their classroom 
engagement, self-determination theory is unique 
in that it emphasizes the instructional task of 
 vitalizing  students’ inner motivational resources 
as the key step in facilitating high-quality engage-
ment (Reeve & Halusic,  2009  ) . That is, SDT 
identifi es the inner motivational resources that all 
students possess, and it offers recommendations 
as to how teachers can involve, nurture, and vital-
ize these resources during the fl ow of instruction 
to facilitate high-quality student engagement 
(Niemiec & Ryan,  2009  ) . 

 The theory acknowledges that students some-
times lack self-motivation, display disaffection, 
and act irresponsibly. To resolve this seeming par-
adox of possessing inner motivational resources 
on the one hand yet displaying disaffection on the 
other, SDT research identifi es the classroom con-
ditions that support and vitalize students’ inner 
motivational resources versus those that neglect, 
undermine, and thwart them (Deci & Ryan,  1985a ; 
Reeve et al.,  2004 ; Ryan & Deci,  2000  ) . In doing 
so, SDT addresses how students’ inner resources 
interact with classroom conditions to result in 
varying levels of students’ engagement. 
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 As SDT research has advanced, different 
motivational phenomena (e.g., intrinsic motiva-
tion) and different research questions (e.g., how 
do extrinsic rewards affect intrinsic motivation?) 
have emerged and required empirical study. As 
summarized in Fig.  7.2 , fi ve minitheories emerged 
to explain these motivational phenomena and to 
answer their associated research questions.  Basic 
needs theory  focuses on psychological needs as 
inherent inner motivational resources and speci-
fi es their foundational and nutriment-like relation 
to students’ motivation, high-quality engagement, 
effective functioning, and psychological well-
being.  Organismic integration theory  focuses on 
internalization and why students initiate socially 
important, but not intrinsically motivating, behav-
iors. It represents SDT’s theory of extrinsic moti-
vation, specifi es types of extrinsic motivation, 
and explains students successful versus unsuc-
cessful academic socialization.  Goal contents 
theory  focuses on the “what” of motivation—
what goals students strive for—to distinguish 
intrinsic from extrinsic goals. This minitheory 
explains how intrinsic goals support psychologi-
cal need satisfaction and foster well-being and 
also how extrinsic goals neglect psychological 
needs and foster ill-being.  Cognitive evaluation 
theory  explains how external events (e.g., 
rewards, feedback) affect intrinsic motivational 

processes, as external events sometimes support 
but other times interfere with and thwart students’ 
psychological needs and perceptions of autonomy 
and competence.  Causality orientations theory  
highlights individual differences in how students 
motivate themselves. To initiate and sustain their 
classroom engagement, some students tend to 
rely on autonomous and self-determined guides 
to action, while others tend to rely on controlled 
and environmentally determined guides.  

   Basic Needs Theory 

 Basic needs theory identifi es the three psycho-
logical needs of autonomy, competence, and 
relatedness as the source of students’ inherent 
and proactive intrinsically motivated tendency to 
seek out novelty, pursue optimal challenge, exer-
cise and extend their capabilities, explore, and 
learn.  Autonomy  is the psychological need to 
experience behavior as emanating from and as 
endorsed by the self; it is the inner endorsement 
of one’s behavior (Deci & Ryan,  1985a  ) . Students 
experience autonomy need satisfaction to the 
extent to which their classroom activity affords 
them opportunities to engage in learning activi-
ties with an internal locus of causality, sense of 
psychological freedom, and perceived choice 

Elaborates the concept
of psychological needs
and specifies their
relation to intrinsic
motivation, high-
quality engagement,
effective functioning,
and psychological
well-being.

Self-Determination Theory

Basic Needs
Theory

Organismic
Integration Theory

Cognitive Evaluation
Theory

Causality
Orientations Theory 

Goal Contents
Theory

Introduces types of
extrinsic motivation.
Specifies the
antecedents,
characteristics, and
consequences of each
type. Explains
students’ successful
versus unsuccessful
academic socialization.

Predicts the effect that
any external event will
have on intrinsic
motivation.  Explains
why some external
events support
autonomy, competence,
and intrinsic motivation,
while other events
interfere with and thwart
these motivations.

Distinguishes intrinsic
goals from extrinsic
goals to explain how
the former supports
psychological needs
and well-being
whereas the latter
neglects these needs
and fosters ill being.

Identifies individual
differences in how
students motivate and
engage themselves. To
engage themselves,
some students rely on
autonomous guides to
action while others rely
on controlling and
environmental guides.

  Fig. 7.2    Five minitheories of self-determination theory and the motivational phenomena each was developed to 
explain       
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over their actions (Reeve, Nix, & Hamm,  2003  ) . 
 Competence  is the need to be effective in one’s 
pursuits and interactions with the environment. It 
refl ects the inherent desire to exercise one’s 
capacities and, in doing so, to seek out and mas-
ter environmental challenges (Deci,  1975  ) . 
 Relatedness  is the need to establish close emo-
tional bonds and secure attachments with others. 
It refl ects the desire to be emotionally connected 
to and interpersonally involved in warm, caring, 
and responsive relationships (Deci & Ryan, 
 1991  ) . Students experience relatedness need sat-
isfaction to the extent to which they relate to oth-
ers in an authentic, caring, and reciprocal way 
(Ryan,  1993  ) . 

 Basic needs theory contributes to the over-
arching SDT framework in three important ways. 
First, basic needs theory identifi es the origin of 
students’ active nature in the three psychological 
needs (Deci & Ryan,  2000  ) . In this way, basic 
needs theory presents psychological need satis-
faction as its unifying principle (Vansteenkiste 
et al.,  2010  ) , as psychological needs energize 
engagement and are conceptualized as psycho-
logical nutriments that the daily life events need 
to fulfi ll if one is to be psychologically, physi-
cally, and socially well. Second, basic needs the-
ory explains  why  students sometimes show active 
engagement in learning activities but other times 
show a passive or even antagonistic involvement, 
as need satisfaction promotes active engagement, 
whereas the neglect and thwarting of these needs 
anticipates various manifestations of disaffection 
(Deci & Ryan,  2000 ; Reis, Sheldon, Gable, 
Roscoe, & Ryan,  2000 ; Sheldon, Ryan, & Reis, 
 1996  ) . Third, the three needs provide the basis 
for predicting a priori which aspects of the class-
room environment will be supportive versus 
undermining of students’ engagement—namely, 
those conditions that affect students’ perceptions 
of autonomy, competence, and relatedness (Deci, 
Koestner, & Ryan,  1999  ) . This study of how 
teachers support students’ autonomy has been 
the foundation of my own program of research 
on teachers’ autonomy-supportive versus con-
trolling motivating styles (e.g., Reeve,  2009b  )  
as well as others’ research on competence sup-
port and relatedness support (e.g., Skinner & 
Belmont,  1993  ) .  

   Organismic Integration Theory 

 Organismic integration theory recognizes that 
students engage in many behaviors that are inher-
ently interesting or enjoyable. It is probably the 
case that most behaviors students engage in at 
school are extrinsically motivated and enacted as 
a means to an outcome that is separate from the 
engaged task itself, such as practicing a musical 
instrument to develop skill or to please a teacher, 
rather than simply enjoying the playing itself. 
Organismic integration theory explains under 
which conditions students do, do not, and only 
sort of acquire, internalize, and integrate extrin-
sic motivational processes into the self-motiva-
tion system. It proposes that students are naturally 
and volitionally inclined to internalize aspects of 
their social surroundings and to integrate some of 
these values and ways of behaving as acquired 
motivations. That is, students want to internalize 
societal norms, rules, and behaviors; indeed, they 
proactively seek out such opportunities. The 
motivation to internalize societal prescriptions 
(“do this”) and proscriptions (“don’t do that”) 
exists because students naturally want to discover 
new ways to increase their competence in the 
social world and to relate the self more closely to 
others (e.g., shared values, shared goals, greater 
sense of community). To the extent that students 
internalize and integrate healthy external regula-
tions (i.e., achieve “organismic integration”), 
they experience greater autonomy and show rela-
tively more positive functioning in the relevant 
domain, including the school context (Ryan, 
 1993 ; Ryan & Connell,  1989  ) . 

 According to organismic integration theory, 
extrinsic motivation (unlike intrinsic motivation) 
is a differentiated construct. Different types of 
extrinsic motivation are associated with different 
degrees of autonomous motivation. To be auton-
omous is not so much to be free from external 
forces; rather, students experience autonomy in 
accordance with how much they personally 
endorse the value and signifi cance of the way of 
thinking or behaving. Because students feel vary-
ing degrees of ownership of their beliefs and 
behaviors, the four types of extrinsic motivation 
can be conceptualized along a unipolar contin-
uum of autonomous motivation. 
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  External regulation  is the least autonomous 
type of extrinsic motivation. It exists as a 
contingency-based “in order to” type of motiva-
tion in which the student engages in an activity 
in order to obtain a reward or in order to avoid a 
punishment. With external regulation, the per-
sonal value of the behavior itself is very low. 
 Introjected regulation  is slightly autonomous 
extrinsic motivation. With introjected regula-
tion, the student complies with external requests 
to affi rm or maintain self-worth in the eyes of 
others or to silence a self-esteem threat (avoid 
feeling guilty or ashamed). Both external regu-
lation and introjected regulation are associated 
with an external perceived locus of causality, 
sense of pressure, and perceived obligation (i.e., 
controlled motivation). Moving up the ladder of 
autonomous types of extrinsic motivation,  iden-
tifi ed regulation  represents an autonomous type 
of extrinsic motivation. With identifi ed regula-
tion, the student sees value in the external regu-
lation (“that is important, useful”) and willingly 
transforms it into a self-endorsed (internalized) 
regulation that has a sense of choice and per-
sonal commitment behind it.  Integrated regula-
tion  is the most autonomous type of extrinsic 
motivation. It occurs as the student evaluates 
and brings an identifi cation into coherence with 
other aspects of the self-system, as when “study-
ing hard on this assignment” is brought into the 
“I’m a scholar” sense of self. Integrated regula-
tion approximates intrinsic motivation in its 
degree of self-determination, though the two 
motivational constructs clearly differ, as inte-
grated regulation is based on the importance of 
the activity and requires considerable refl ection 
and self-awareness, whereas intrinsic motiva-
tion is based on interest in the activity and 
emerges spontaneously. Both identifi ed regula-
tion and integrated regulation are associated 
with an internal perceived locus of causality, 
sense of psychological freedom, and perceived 
choice (i.e., autonomous motivation). 

 In adding organismic integration theory to the 
SDT framework, SDT ceased contrasting intrin-
sic motivation against extrinsic motivation and 
now distinguishes between autonomous motiva-
tion and controlled motivation (Vansteenkiste 
et al.,  2010  ) . Organismic integration theory nicely 

complements basic needs theory in the overall 
SDT framework, as basic needs theory identifi es 
students’ inherent motivational resources, 
whereas organismic integration theory identifi es 
students’ acquired motivational resources.  

   Goal Contents Theory 

 Organismic integration theory was created to 
answer questions of  why  people engage in unin-
teresting activities—why does he study? Why 
does he participate in class? Why does he do his 
homework? In contrast, goal contents theory was 
created to answer questions of  what  people strive 
to attain—what is his goal while studying? What 
is her goal as she participates in class? Goal con-
tents theory arose out of the distinction between 
intrinsic and extrinsic goals (or intrinsic and 
extrinsic aspirations) and out of the fi nding that 
the differing goal content affects motivation and 
well-being in different ways (Ryan, Sheldon, 
Kasser, & Deci,  1996 ; Vansteenkiste, Lens, & 
Deci,  2006  ) . Specifi cally, engagement in pursuit 
of intrinsic goals such as personal growth and 
deeper interpersonal relationships affords basic 
need satisfactions and thus enhances effort and 
psychological well-being, whereas engagement 
in pursuit of extrinsic goals such as enhanced sta-
tus, increased popularity, or material success 
neglects basic need satisfactions and therefore 
foreshadows ill-being (e.g., anxiety, depression, 
and physical symptoms). 

 Importantly, engagement in pursuit of extrin-
sic goals undermines learning and well-being 
even for those who actually attain their extrinsic 
goals (Niemiec, Ryan, & Deci,  2009 ; Vansteen-
kiste et al.,  2006 ; Vansteenkiste, Timmermans, 
Lens, Soenens, & Van den Broeck,  2008  ) . So, 
psychological need satisfaction and psychologi-
cal well-being do not depend so much on whether 
people attain the goals they seek as much as they 
depend on what people seek to attain in the fi rst 
place—intrinsic or extrinsic goal content. This 
conclusion stands in contrast to all other theories 
of student motivation that argue that the pursuit 
and attainment of valued goals is central to 
 students’ psychological well-being (e.g., expec-
tancy  x  valence theory, social cognitive theory). 
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According to goal contents theory, the pursuit 
and attainment of intrinsic goals fosters deeper 
learning, better performance, enduring persis-
tence, and greater psychological well-being than 
does the pursuit of extrinsic goals (Vansteenkiste, 
Simons, Lens, Sheldon, & Deci,  2004a ; 
Vansteenkiste et al.,  2004b ; Vansteenkiste et al., 
 2006  )  because intrinsic goals tap into and vitalize 
students’ inner motivational resources in ways 
that extrinsic goals do not. The pursuit and attain-
ment of extrinsic goals does not foster these 
motivational and well-being benefi ts and is, in 
fact, typically counterproductive.  

   Cognitive Evaluation Theory 

 Cognitive evaluation theory explains how and 
why external events such as rewards or praise 
affect intrinsic motivation. Intrinsically moti-
vated behaviors are those that are initiated and 
maintained by the spontaneous satisfactions stu-
dents experience while engaged in an activity. 
The two inherent satisfactions within intrinsic 
motivation are feeling autonomous and feeling 
competent, though relatedness satisfaction may 
also play a role in intrinsic motivation (Ryan & 
Deci,  2000  ) . According to cognitive evaluation 
theory, any external event that affects students’ 
perceived autonomy or perceived competence 
will necessarily affect their intrinsic motivation. 

 According to the theory, all external events 
(e.g., tests, rewards, grades, scholarships, dead-
lines, written feedback on a paper) have two 
functional aspects: a controlling aspect and an 
informational aspect (Deci & Ryan,  1980,   1985a  ) , 
and it is the relative salience of the controlling 
versus informational aspect of the event that 
determines its effect on intrinsic motivation. The 
 controlling aspect  of an external event pressures 
students toward a specifi c outcome or toward a 
specifi c way of behaving. That is, students expe-
rience a reward as a controlling event if the 
reward is offered in exchange for compliant 
behavior (e.g., “If you come to class on time, 
then I will give you a special privilege.”). 
Controlling external events diminish intrinsic 
motivation, whereas noncontrolling external 

events preserve autonomy and maintain intrinsic 
motivation. The  informational aspect  of an exter-
nal event communicates competence feedback. 
That is, students experience a reward as an infor-
mational event if the reward is offered to com-
municate competent or improved functioning 
(e.g., “Because your punctuality has improved so 
much, you have earned a special privilege.”). 
Informational, competence-enhancing external 
events increase intrinsic motivation, whereas 
competence-undermining external events (e.g., 
criticism) decrease it. 

 Cognitive evaluation theory is a crucial mini-
theory in the overall SDT framework (and the 
fi rst to emerge; Deci & Ryan,  1980  )  because it 
specifi es how classroom conditions can enhance 
and support students’ intrinsic motivational 
processes or undermine and thwart them. For 
instance, some common classroom autonomy 
thwarts are surveillance (Lepper & Greene, 
 1975  ) , deadlines (Amabile, DeJong, & Lepper, 
 1976  ) , imposed rules and limits (Koestner, Ryan, 
Bernieri, & Holt,  1984  ) , imposed goals 
(Mossholder,  1980  ) , directives/commands (Reeve 
& Jang,  2006  ) , competition (Deci, Betley, Kahle, 
Abrams, & Porac,  1981  ) , and evaluation (Ryan, 
 1982  ) . Some common classroom autonomy and 
competence supports are choice (Katz & Assor, 
 2007  ) , opportunities for self-direction (Reeve 
et al.,  2003  ) , explanatory rationales (Reeve, Jang, 
Hardre, & Omura,  2002  ) , acknowledgement of 
feelings (Koestner et al.,  1984  ) , encouragement 
(Reeve & Jang,  2006  ) , and positive feedback 
(Ryan). As will become a crucial point later in the 
chapter, the interpersonal climate in which the 
external event is administered—autonomy sup-
portive or controlling—predicts additional impor-
tant variance in intrinsic motivation, even to the 
point that the same external event will have dif-
ferent effects on intrinsic motivation when applied 
in an autonomy-supportive versus controlling 
way—for instance, autonomy-supportive versus 
controlling praise (Ryan), autonomy-supportive 
versus controlling rewards (Ryan, Mims, & 
Koestner,  1983  ) , autonomy-supportive versus 
controlling limits on behavior (Koestner et al., 
 1984  ) , and autonomy-supportive versus control-
ling competitions (Reeve & Deci,  1996  ) .  
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   Causality Orientations Theory 

 Causality orientations theory describes personality-
level individual differences in students’ orienta-
tions toward the motivational forces that cause 
their behavior (Deci & Ryan,  1985b  ) . In the 
classroom, some students tend to adopt an orien-
tation in which they rely on autonomous or self-
determined guides—interests, personal goals, 
and self-endorsed values—for the initiation and 
regulation of their classroom activity, while other 
students tend to adopt an orientation in which 
they rely on controlling guides—environmental 
incentives, social prescriptions, and pressuring 
internal language—for the initiation and regula-
tion of their classroom activity. To the extent that 
students rely on self-determined sources of moti-
vation to guide their plans and actions, they 
embrace an autonomy causality orientation; to 
the extent that students rely on controlled sources 
of motivation to guide their plans and actions, 
they embrace a control causality orientation. 

 Whereas cognitive evaluation theory refl ects 
the social psychology of self-determination 
theory, causality orientations theory refl ects a 
personality approach. In examining students’ 
motivation and engagement from a personality 
perspective, it is important to distinguish students’ 
causality orientation dispositions from other types 
of personality dispositions such as the widely 
studied Big Five personality traits. Whereas the 
Big Five traits are stable and biologically rooted 
core dimensions of personality, causality orienta-
tions are surface individual differences that are 
relatively malleable and infl uenced by socializa-
tion experiences (Vansteenkiste et al.,  2010  ) . 
Also, causality orientations theory suggests that 
each student possesses both causality orientations 
within the personality. What makes individual 
differences in causality orientations is the relative 
degree to which the two causality orientations are 
endorsed, as some students dispositionally 
endorse a highly autonomous causality orienta-
tion as they rely heavily on intrinsic motivation, 
integrated regulation, and identifi ed regulation as 
sources of motivation but only lightly or occa-
sionally on external regulation and introjected 
regulation, while other students dispositionally 

endorse a highly controlled causality orientation 
as they rely heavily on external regulation and 
introjected regulation as sources of motivation 
but only lightly or occasionally on intrinsic moti-
vation, integrated regulation, and identifi ed 
regulation. 

 Individual differences in causality orientations 
are important because they foreshadow students’ 
adjustment outcomes, as students with autonomy 
causality orientations tend to display greater self-
esteem, greater self-awareness, more mature ego 
development, and less self-derogation, while 
students with control causality orientations tend 
to display greater daily stress, defensiveness, 
and public self-consciousness (Deci & Ryan, 
 1985b  ) . By adding the personality perspective to 
complement the other four minitheories, causal-
ity orientations theory completes the overall 
SDT framework.   

   Student-Teacher Dialectical 
Framework Within SDT 

 The starting point to understand student motiva-
tion and engagement within a SDT perspective is 
to appreciate that students possess inner motiva-
tional resources that allow them to be fully capa-
ble of engaging themselves constructively in the 
learning environment. The learning environment, 
in turn, features conditions that tend either to sup-
port or to thwart the inner motivational resources 
that students bring with them as they walk into the 
school and into the classroom. Hence, student 
motivation and the learning environment affect 
one another, as students tap into their inherent 
motivational resources to change the learning 
environment even as they simultaneously receive 
and internalize new sources of motivation from 
the learning environment. This reciprocal relation 
between student and teacher lies at the center of the 
student-teacher dialectical framework within SDT. 
To the extent that students are able to express 
themselves, pursue their interests and values, and 
acquire constructive new sources of motivation, 
the dialectical outcome of student-teacher interac-
tions will be synthesis, resulting in greater  student 
autonomy, engagement, and well-being. But if 
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controlling classroom events interfere with and 
thwart students’ autonomous engagement, syn-
thesis will be impaired, interpersonal confl ict will 
arise, new sources of motivation will be rejected, 
and less optimal student outcomes will result. 

 The dialectical framework appears in Fig.  7.3 . 
The box on the left hand side of the fi gure repre-
sents the quality of the student’s motivation dur-
ing instruction, as informed by SDT’s basic 
needs theory, organismic integration theory, and 
causality orientations theory. According to basic 
needs theory, students’ inherent sources of moti-
vation include those that are universal across 
cultures, genders, and backgrounds, including 
intrinsic motivation and the three psychological 
needs of autonomy, competence, and related-
ness. According to organismic integration the-
ory, students’ acquired sources of motivation 
include those that are internalized through cul-
tural experience and self-refl ections that vary 
from student to student, including self-endorsed 
values, intrinsic goals, and personal aspirations. 
According to causality orientations theory, stu-
dents’ acquired sources of motivation further 
include the disposition-like individual differ-
ences of general causality orientations.  

 As shown in the large upper arrow in the fi gure, 
high-quality student engagement arises out of the 
quality of the student’s inherent and acquired 
sources of motivation and out of the twin desires 
to interact effectively with the environment and 
to grow as a person and as a learner. The twofold 
purpose of the large upper arrow is to communi-
cate that student engagement, fi rst, arises out of 
and expresses the underlying quality of students’ 
inner motivational resources and, second, feeds 
forward to affect changes in the learning 
environment. 

 The box on the right hand side of the fi gure 
represents various aspects of the learning environ-
ment. As explained by cognitive evaluation theory, 
some classroom infl uences are specifi c external 
events, such as rewards, classroom goal structures, 
feedback, evaluations, and the Friday-afternoon 
vocabulary quiz. Because of its ubiquity, goals 
represent particularly important external events in 
the classroom, and goal contents theory explains 
when goals support versus interfere with students’ 
motivation, engagement, and well-being. Other 
classroom infl uences are interpersonal relation-
ships, including those with teachers, peers, par-
ents, and school administrators as well as more 

Learning EnvironmentQuality of Student Motivation

Intrinsic Motivation

Psychological Needs
� Autonomy
� Competence
� Relatedness

Inherent Sources
of Motivation
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Style toward the Student

  Fig. 7.3    Student-teacher dialectical framework within self-determination theory       
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general affi liations with school-related groups, 
communities, organizations, or the nation in gen-
eral. All of these relationships have implications 
for students’ motivation, but empirical research on 
the student-teacher dialectical framework within 
SDT focuses special attention on those relation-
ships in which people of high status or expertise 
attempt to motivate or socialize people of lower 
status or lesser expertise, as with parents relating 
to children (Grolnick,  2003  ) , coaches relating to 
athletes (Mageau & Vallerand,  2003  ) , and teach-
ers relating to students (Reeve,  2009b  ) . Other 
classroom infl uences are social and cultural forces 
such as the learning climate (e.g., home schooling; 
Cai, Reeve, & Robison,  2002  )  or high-stakes test-
ing policies (Ryan & LaGuardia,  1999  ) . 

 Finally, as shown in the large lower arrow in 
the fi gure, external events and interpersonal rela-
tionships that collectively comprise the learning 
environment provide students with opportunities, 
hindrances, and an overall climate in which their 
self-motivation develops (Ryan & LaGuardia, 
 1999  ) . The most constant aspect of the learning 
environment is the quality of the teacher’s moti-
vating style. And the most important aspect of the 
teacher’s motivating style toward students is 
whether that style is autonomy supportive or con-
trolling, as students develop autonomous motiva-
tions when teachers are autonomy supportive, 
while they develop controlled motivations when 
teachers are controlling (Reeve,  2009b  ) . 

 The student-teacher dialectical framework 
within SDT was fi rst proposed in 2004, and it was 
built on experimental studies and cross-sectional 
survey investigations that largely examined how 
one variable within the framework affected 
another. For example, an extensive body of 
research has accumulated to understand how 
extrinsic rewards (Deci et al.,  1999  ) , interper-
sonal feedback (Ryan et al.,  1983  ) , and the teach-
ers’ motivating style (Deci, Schwartz, Sheinman, 
& Ryan,  1981  )  affect student motivation, just 
as an extensive body of empirical research 
has accumulated to understand how psychologi-
cal needs (Skinner & Belmont,  1993  ) , intrinsic 
goals (Vansteenkiste et al.,  2004a  ) , and causal-
ity  orientations (Deci & Ryan,  1985b  )  affect 
 students’ engage ment and learning outcomes. 

More recently, classroom-based, longitudinally 
designed research investigations have been 
undertaken to test the student-teacher dialectical 
framework as a whole. 

 Figure  7.4  shows the research design and the-
oretical predictions from one classroom-based, 
longitudinally designed, data-based study that 
was specifi cally undertaken to test the student-
teacher dialectical framework as a whole (Jang, 
Kim, & Reeve,  2011  ) . Students’ perceptions of 
their teacher’s motivating style and self-reports 
of their own motivation, and engagement, and 
their objective class-specifi c achievement were 
assessed in three waves—at the beginning, middle, 
and end of the semester. The three downward-
slopping boldface lines in Fig.  7.4  represent sepa-
rate predictions from the student-teacher 
dialectical framework as (1) the teacher’s moti-
vating style affects midsemester changes in 
 students’ motivation, as defi ned by the extent of 
students’ psychological need satisfaction, (2) 
changes in students’ motivation during the course 
affect corresponding changes in how engaged 
versus disengaged students are, and (3) changes 
in student engagement over the course of the 
semester predict gains versus losses in students’ 
achievement, controlling for students’ anticipated 
achievement at the beginning of the course.  

 Each of the fi ve boldface lines from Fig.  7.4  
parallels an important feature within the student-
teacher dialectical framework depicted in Fig.  7.3 . 
Specifi cally, the path from teacher-provided 
autonomy support at Time 1 to changes in stu-
dents’ motivation (need satisfaction) at Time 2 in 
Fig.  7.4  represents the lower U-shaped arrow in 
Fig.  7.3 . The path from student motivation at Time 
2 to student engagement at Time 3 in Fig.  7.4  rep-
resents the upper rainbow-shaped arrow in Fig.  7.3 . 
In addition, Fig.  7.4  depicts three important exten-
sions of the student-teacher dialectical framework. 
Each new path will be highlighted in the third 
section of the present chapter, but each is intro-
duced here. The path from student engagement at 
Time 3 to students’ end-of-course achievement in 
Fig.  7.4  explains the fi rst new function of student 
engagement—namely, that it predicts students’ 
positive outcomes, including achievement. The 
upward-slopping path from student engagement 
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at Time 2 to teacher-provided autonomy support at 
Time 3 explains the second new function of stu-
dent engagement—namely, that it predicts con-
structive changes in the learning environment. The 
upward-slopping path from student engagement at 
Time 2 to changes in students’ motivation (need 
satisfaction) explains the third new function of stu-
dent engagement—namely, that it predicts con-
structive changes in students’ own motivation. 

   Student Engagement Within the SDT 
Dialectical Framework 

 Among those who study the relation between 
student motivation and student engagement, a 
general consensus has emerged to characterize 
engagement as a three-component construct fea-
turing behavioral (on-task attention, effort, per-
sistence, lack of conduct problems), emotional 
(presence of interest and enthusiasm, absence of 
anger and boredom), and cognitive (strategic 
learning strategies, active self-regulation) 
aspects (Fredricks, Blumenfeld, & Paris,  2004 ; 
Jimerson, Campos, & Grief,  2003 ; National 
Research Council [NRC],  2004  ) . Echoing this 
three-component conceptualization, SDT-based 
research investigations routinely assess these 
same engagement constructs (e.g., Reeve, Jang, 
Carrell, Jeon, & Barch,  2004 ; Skinner & 
Belmont,  1993  ) . For instance, Skinner and her 
colleagues  (  2009  )  showed how autonomous 
motivation leads to behavioral engagement and 
to emotional engagement, while Vansteenkiste 
and colleagues  (  2005  )  showed how autonomous 
motivation leads to deep rather than to superfi -
cial learning (i.e., cognitive engagement). 

 While each of these three aspects of engage-
ment is certainly important to understanding stu-
dent engagement, this three-component model of 
student engagement represents only an incom-
plete understanding—not an incorrect one, just an 
incomplete one. The reason why any conceptual-
ization of student engagement as a three-compo-
nent construct is an incomplete one can be 
understood through the earlier-presented student-
teacher dialectical framework. That is, any focus 

on students’ behavioral, emotional, and cognitive 
engagement during a learning activity unwittingly 
embraces a unidirectional fl ow of instructional 
activity from the teacher to the student, as the 
teacher says “Here is an assignment for you” and 
students respond with some display of behavioral, 
emotional, and cognitive engagement. What is 
missing from such a conceptualization of student 
engagement can be seen in the large upper arrow 
in Fig.  7.3 . That rainbow-shaped arrow represents 
student engagement in general, but it specifi cally 
represents students’ constructive contribution into 
the fl ow of the instruction they receive, as stu-
dents try to enrich and personalize that instruc-
tion. To understand this process of how students 
enrich learning activities, we proposed the con-
cept of agentic engagement, and we proposed it 
as a fourth aspect that was distinct from—yet also 
highly intercorrelated with—the original three 
aspects (as through exploratory and confi rmatory 
factor analyses; Reeve & Tseng,  2011  ) . 

 Agentic engagement refers to students’ inten-
tional, proactive, and constructive contribution 
into the fl ow of the instruction they receive. It is 
assessed with both behavioral observation (Reeve 
et al.,  2004  )  and self-report (Reeve & Tseng, 
 2011  ) , with questionnaire items such as “During 
class, I express my preferences and opinions” 
and “I let the teacher know what I’m interested 
in.” Conceptually, agentic engagement is the pro-
cess in which students proactively try to create, 
enhance, and personalize the conditions and cir-
cumstances under which they learn. For instance, 
upon hearing the learning objective for the day 
(e.g., “Today, class, we are going to learn about 
Mendel’s experiments on heredity.”), an agenti-
cally engaged student might offer input, make a 
suggestion, express a preference, contribute 
something helpful, seek clarifi cation, request an 
example, ask for a say in how problems will be 
solved, or a 100 other constructive and personal-
izing acts that functionally enhance the condi-
tions under which the student learns. Such agentic 
engagement arises out of students’ high-quality 
motivation, and it potentially affects changes in 
the learning environment (i.e., the upper arrow in 
Fig.  7.3 ).  
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   Why Agentic Engagement Needs 
to Be Added as a Fourth Aspect 
of Student Engagement 

 The present chapter is likely to be the only chap-
ter in the handbook to mention the concept of 
agentic engagement. For this reason, its value to 
both researchers and practitioners needs to be 
explained, as does it status as a potential fourth 
aspect of engagement. 

 As teachers provide them with learning activi-
ties, students clearly react by displaying varying 
levels of involvement (engagement) in the learn-
ing activities they receive. That is, when the 
teacher asks students to analyze a poem, students 
will show varying levels of attention, put forth 
much or only little effort, enjoy or feel anxious 
about the activity, and utilize deep and concep-
tual learning strategies or rely on only superfi cial 
ones. The existing concepts of behavioral engage-
ment, emotional engagement, and cognitive 
engagement nicely capture the extent to which 
students differentially react to teacher-provided 
learning activities. Such a linear model (teacher 
presents a learning activity → students more or 
less engage themselves → student learn in pro-
portion to their engagement) overlooks students’ 
agentic involvement in the learning process. In 
actuality, students not only react to learning 
activities but they proact on them—enriching 
them (e.g., transforming them into something 
more interesting or optimally challenging), mod-
ifying them (e.g., seeking to learn with a partner 
rather than alone), personalizing them (e.g., gen-
erating options, communicating preferences), 
and even creating or requesting the learning 
opportunity in the fi rst place, rather than merely 
reacting to them as a given (Bandura,  2006  ) . 
Stated differently, engaged involvement includes 
not only reacting to the learning task one has 
been given by showing more or less persistence, 
enjoyment, and strategic thinking, but it also 
means initiating a process in which the student 
generates options that expand his or her freedom 
of action and increase the chance for that student 
to experience both strong motivation and mean-
ingful learning.   

   Three Newly Discovered Functions 
of Student Engagement 

 Student engagement is important, and this is so 
for many reasons. Student engagement is impor-
tant because it makes learning possible, as it is 
diffi cult to imagine learning a foreign language 
or mastering a musical instrument without con-
siderable engagement. Student engagement is 
important because it predicts how well students 
do in school, including the academic progress 
they make or fail to make (Ladd & Dinella,  2009  ) . 
Student engagement is also important because it 
is a relatively malleable student characteristic 
than is unusually open to constructive infl uences, 
such as a teacher’s support (Birch & Ladd,  1997  ) . 
Student engagement is further important because 
it affords teachers the moment-to-moment feed-
back they need during instruction to assess how 
well their efforts to motivate students are work-
ing, as there is no better telltale signal about stu-
dent’s private motivation than their public 
engagement. But all of these reasons, important 
as they are, are fairly well known. 

 If you accept agency as a fourth aspect of 
engagement, however, three new and important 
functions of engagement emerge, as illustrated 
graphically in Fig.  7.5 . Figure  7.5  mirrors the 
earlier-presented student-teacher dialectical 
framework from Fig.  7.3 , though it expands on 
the concept and functions of student engagement 
within that framework. In comparing Figs.  7.3  
and  7.5    , notice what has changed is that the single 
upper rainbow-shaped arrow in Fig.  7.3  has been 
differentiated into three distinct upper arrows in 
Fig.  7.5 .  

 The fi rst new function, depicted in the vertical 
arrow arising out of the quality of student moti-
vation and extending to the newly added “Positive 
Student Outcomes” box, is that student engage-
ment directly causes positive student outcomes. 
Of course, many researchers argue this point, as 
can be seen throughout the pages in this hand-
book. But what is new and important about this 
fi rst new function of student engagement is the rather 
strong assertion that engagement fully mediates 



1637 A Self-determination Theory Perspective on Student Engagement

and explains the motivation-to-outcomes relation, 
as will be discussed in the next section. The sec-
ond new function, depicted in the rightmost, rain-
bow-shaped arrow extending to the learning 
environment, is that student engagement affects 
the future quality of the learning environment, 
especially its fl ow of instruction, the external 
events it provides, and the teacher’s motivating 
style. The third new function, depicted in the cen-
termost arrow that circles back into student moti-
vation, proposes that the extent of a student’s 
active involvement in a learning activity affects 
his or her subsequent motivation toward that 
same activity—that increases in student engage-
ment feedback to enrich future student motiva-
tion, just as declines in student engagement 
feedback to impoverish it. 

   New Function #1: Engagement 
Fully Mediates the Motivation-to-
Achievement Relation 

 Part—and probably most—of the reason that 
educators embrace student engagement as such 

an important educational construct is because it 
anticipates and predicts the sort of positive stu-
dent outcomes identifi ed in the upper left box in 
Fig.  7.5 , such as academic achievement, course 
grades, learning, and skill development. That is, 
engagement bridges students’ motivation to 
highly valued outcomes. In statistical terms, this is 
to say that engagement mediates the motivation-
to-achievement relation. This is not, however, a 
controversial assertion (see Skinner & Belmont, 
 1993  ) , as researchers who focus on a range of 
student motivations—including autonomous 
motivation (Black & Deci,  2000  ) , self-effi cacy 
(Multon, Brown, & Lent,  1991  ) , and achievement 
goal orientations (Greene & Miller,  1996  ) —rou-
tinely show that motivation exerts a direct effect 
on achievement. It becomes controversial (and 
hence worthy of future research), however, with 
the assertion that engagement  fully mediates  and 
explains the motivation-to-achievement relation 
(Reeve & Tseng,  2011  ) . That is, when student 
engagement is considered as a predictor of stu-
dents’ positive school outcomes, the direct effect 
that student motivation has on student achieve-
ment drops to zero. 
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Motivation

Positive Student Outcomes

· Achievement
· Learning
· Skill Development

RelationshipsInherent Sources
of Autonomous

Motivation

External
Events

Function #1:
High-Quality

Student
Engagement

Causes
Gains in
Student

Outcomes Function #3:
High-Quality

Student
Engagement

Causes
Gains in

Psychological
Need Satisfaction

Function #2: High-Quality Student
Engagement Contributes Constructively into

the Flow of Instruction and to the
Responsiveness of the Learning Environment

Quality of the Teacher’s Motivating
Style toward the Student

  Fig. 7.5    Three new functions of student engagement within the student-teacher dialectical framework       
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 Two features differentiate our research showing 
that engagement fully mediates the motivation-
to-achievement relation from others’ research 
showing a direct effect of motivation on achieve-
ment. First, we include agentic engagement 
within our conceptualization of student engage-
ment, whereas others do not. When engagement 
is operationally defi ned as students’ behavioral, 
emotional, and cognitive engagement, we often 
fi nd that some residual variance in end-of-course 
achievement remains unexplained. Each of these 
three aspects of engagement does function as an 
important (though partial) mediator to explain 
end-of-course achievement, but the signifi cant 
direct effect of motivation often remains—the 
direct effect of motivation on achievement is 
reduced, but it is not eliminated. This means 
that motivation is contributing to achievement 
in a way that is not fully explained by students’ 
behavioral, emotional, and cognitive engage-
ment. It is only when we add agentic engage-
ment as a fourth component that engagement 
fully mediates and explains the motivation-to-
achievement relation (Reeve & Tseng,  2011  ) . 
The reason why agentic engagement explains 
unique variance in student achievement (or 
other outcomes, such as skill development or 
learning) is because it is through agentic acts 
such as making suggestions, asking questions, 
and personalizing lessons that students fi nd 
ways to enrich and to adapt the lessons they 
receive into improved opportunities for learn-
ing, skill development, and achievement to 
occur. Hence, agentic engagement contributes 
achievement-enabling behaviors that the behav-
ioral, emotional, and cognitive aspects of 
engagement fail to capture. 

 This is both a new hypothesis and a new fi nd-
ing, so the fi nding that engagement fully medi-
ates the motivation-to-achievement relation will 
need to be replicated before it might advance 
from a tentative hypothesis to a reliable principle. 
However, we have now tested for this full media-
tion effect twice and found the effect both times 
(Reeve & Cheon,  2011 ; Reeve, Lee, Kim, & Ahn, 
 2011  ) . In both studies, we operationally defi ned 
student motivation as the extent of students’ 
psychological need satisfaction (i.e., autonomy, 

competence, and relatedness) during instruction. 
We further operationally defi ned student engage-
ment in a way that was consistent with Fig.  7.1  
(the four-aspect conceptualization of engage-
ment) and student achievement as end-of-course 
grade. Both studies used a longitudinal research 
design and structural equation modeling to show 
that the signifi cant direct effect that beginning-
of-course motivation had on end-of-course 
achievement was fully explained by the mediat-
ing variable of engagement. In one of the studies 
(Reeve & Cheon,  2011  ) , we expanded our con-
ceptualization of students’ positive outcomes to 
include not only end-of-course achievement but 
also skill development, a research strategy that 
allowed us to test for the full mediating effect of 
engagement on student outcomes in general 
rather than on student achievement in particular. 
This study investigated middle-school students in 
Korea taking classes in physical education, and 
student engagement fully mediated the effect that 
motivation had on both outcomes. 

 A second feature that makes our research dif-
ferent from previous research (besides including 
agentic engagement) is that we operationally 
defi ned student motivation as the extent of psy-
chological need satisfaction during instruction. 
When student motivation is conceptualized in 
this way, several studies have now shown that 
student engagement fully mediates the effect that 
student motivation has on their positive end-of-
course outcomes (Reeve & Cheon,  2011 ; Reeve 
& Tseng,  2010 ; Reeve et al.,  2011  ) . Recognizing 
this, we expanded our conceptualization of 
student motivation in two studies beyond the 
self-determination theory framework (i.e., psy-
chological need satisfaction) to include both aca-
demic effi cacy and mastery goal orientation. We 
did this because we wanted to assess the general-
izability of our assertion that engagement fully 
mediates and explains the direct effect of motiva-
tion (in general) on student outcomes. Both stud-
ies that included academic effi cacy (as assessed 
by the PALS questionnaire) showed that engage-
ment fully mediated the effect that academic effi -
cacy had on student achievement (Reeve & 
Cheon,  2010 ; Reeve et al.,  2011  )  and also on stu-
dent skill development (Reeve & Cheon,  2011  ) . 
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One study assessed students’ mastery goal orien-
tation as a third operational defi nition of student 
motivation (Reeve et al.,  2011  ) . In this study with 
Korean middle- and high-school students enrolled 
in a wide range of courses, engagement did not 
fully mediate the mastery goal-to-achievement 
main effect. We found this result surprising, as it 
challenges our assertion that engagement fully 
mediates the effect that motivation in general has 
on achievement. We will return to this issue in the 
Future Research section at the end of the 
chapter.  

   New Function #2: Engagement 
Changes the Learning Environment 

 Adding agency as a new component of student 
engagement paints a fuller picture of how stu-
dents really engage themselves in learning activi-
ties. Recognizing that students (sometimes) 
proactively, intentionally, and constructively 
contribute into the instruction they receive clari-
fi es how students learn and profi t from classroom 
learning opportunities—or even how they create 
new learning opportunities for themselves. What 
agentically engaged students are doing (that 
agentically disengaged students are not doing) is 
offering input, personalizing and enriching the 
lesson, and modifying and adapting it into an 
improved opportunity for learning. 

 Such agency is the ideal complement to a 
teacher’s autonomy-supportive motivating style, 
just as the lack of student agency is the ideal 
complement to a teacher’s controlling style. That 
is, agency involves students asking questions, 
expressing opinions, and communicating inter-
ests, while autonomy support involves teachers 
creating the classroom conditions in which stu-
dents feel free to ask questions, express opinions, 
and pursue interests. What adding the concept of 
agentic engagement can do for any view of 
student motivation (e.g., need satisfaction, self-
effi cacy, personal goals, possible selves, individ-
ual interests, and mastery goal orientation) is to 
draw greater attention to students’ intentional, 
proactive, and origin-like motivational involve-
ment in learning activities. 

 The empirical evidence to support the second 
(rainbow-shaped) arrow in Fig.  7.5  has been 
mixed. One the one hand, laboratory research 
shows that experimentally manipulated levels of 
how engaged versus disengaged a student is in a 
learning activity causally affects the teacher’s 
subsequent motivating style toward that student 
(Pelletier & Vallerand,  1996  ) . That is, teachers 
generally react to student displays of high-quality 
engagement with a more autonomy-supportive 
motivating style, while they react to student dis-
plays of disengagement with a more controlling 
style (Pelletier, Seguin-Levesque, & Legault, 
 2002 ; Skinner & Belmont,  1993  ) . Our own 
research, however, has not always found this 
engagement-to-motivating style causal effect in 
naturally occurring classrooms. We sometimes 
fi nd that changes in student engagement during 
the course of the semester do not cause subse-
quent changes in the teachers’ end-of-course 
motivating style (Jang et al.,  2011  ) . The biggest 
difference between the hypothesis-confi rming 
experimental research and our hypothe-
sis-questioning classroom research is likely the 
student-teacher ratio difference, as the ratio is 1:1 
in the laboratory experiments but something like 
30:1 in classroom studies. For this reason, the 
“relationships” variable within the Learning 
Environment box in Fig.  7.5  is drawn with an 
open-ended funnel shape. The funnel shape com-
municates the teacher’s need to be attuned to 
classroom expressions of high-quality engage-
ment, especially to expressions of agentic engage-
ment. Teachers might become more attuned to 
students’ engagement, for instance, by listening, 
by asking students as to what they would like to 
do, and by communicating perspective-taking 
comments (Reeve & Jang,  2006  ) .  

   New Function #3: Engagement 
Changes Motivation 

 Another new, interesting, and important fi nding to 
emerge out of our recent longitudinal classroom-
based investigations of the student-teacher dialec-
tic is the consistent fi nding that changes in the 
quality of students’ engagement during the 
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course of the semester predict gains versus 
declines in students’ end-of-semester motivation 
(i.e., psychological need satisfaction). This effect 
that changes in engagement make on subsequent 
changes in motivation appears in Fig.  7.5  as the 
circular arrow in which changes in the quality of 
students’ engagement loop back to predict subse-
quent changes in the quality of students’ motiva-
tion. That is, students’ motivation (the “Quality of 
Student Motivation” box in the fi gure) is both a 
cause and a consequence of student engagement. 
The role of this third new function of engagement 
is to highlight the causal role that changes in 
engagement contribute to changes in motivation. 

 The hypothesis that changes in engagement 
cause changes in motivation is premised on the 
idea that students can take action to meet their 
own psychological needs. According to SDT, the 
needs for autonomy, competence, and relatedness 
provide the psychological nutriments necessary 
for positive psychological well-being. That is, 
students need autonomy, competence, and relat-
edness experiences to be well. This assertion has 
received considerable empirical support. For 
instance, research participants reliably report 
having a “good day” (feeling joyful, enthusiastic) 
when they experience high levels of daily auton-
omy, competence, and relatedness, while they 
just as reliably report having a “bad day” (feeling 
distress, anger) when they experience low (or 
frustrated) levels of daily autonomy, competence, 
and relatedness (Kasser & Ryan,  1993,   1996 ; 
Sheldon et al.,  1996  ) . But to experience auton-
omy, competence, and relatedness, one fi rst has 
to take action and actually engage in environ-
mental transactions that are capable of producing 
such experiences and feelings (e.g., read a book, 
exercise with friends, try something new). Thus, 
high-quality engagement in what one is doing 
would seem necessary to produce need-satisfying 
and positive subjective experiences. 

 We have tested for this “changes in engage-
ment causes changes in motivation” effect twice, 
and we have found the effect both times (Jang 
et al.,  2011 ; Reeve et al.,  2011  ) . In both studies, 
student motivation was operationally defi ned as 

the extent of psychological need satisfaction, 
while student engagement was operationally 
defi ned in a way that was consistent with the 
four-component depiction in Fig.  7.1 . Both stud-
ies used a full longitudinal design and structural 
equation modeling to test the hypothesis [i.e., the 
boldface upward-slopping arrow in Fig.  7.4  that 
extends from engagement at Time 2 to motiva-
tion (need satisfaction) at Time 3]. That path in 
Fig.  7.4  does not look the same as the slopping 
arrow from Fig.  7.5 , but the effect and the inter-
pretation are the same—changes in the quality of 
engagement predict (and temporally cause) 
changes in the quality of motivation. 

 Consider why this new function of engage-
ment might be important to future engagement 
research. In an SDT framework, changes in stu-
dents’ psychological need satisfaction occur in 
response to the teacher’s motivating style. That 
is, when teachers relate to students in autonomy-
supportive ways, students experience greater 
autonomy, competence, and relatedness, and 
when teachers relate to students in controlling 
ways, they experience lesser autonomy, compe-
tence, and relatedness. Again, this is a reliable 
fi nding (Black & Deci,  2000 ; Deci et al.,  1981 ; 
Jang, Reeve, Ryan, & Kim,  2009 ; Ryan & 
Grolnick,  1986  ) . But the fi ndings from the longi-
tudinal classroom-based investigations summa-
rized above confi rm a second reliable source of 
changes in students’ course-related motivation—
namely, changes in students’ course-related 
engagement. In fact, these studies fi nd that 
changes in student engagement is a stronger pre-
dictor of end-of-course motivation than is the 
quality of the teacher’s motivating style (in terms 
of the magnitude of the two respective  beta  coef-
fi cients predicting end-of-course motivation; 
Jang et al.,  2011  ) . This means that students can 
take action to meet their own psychological needs 
and to enhance the quality of their own motiva-
tion. This also means that students can be (and 
are) architects of their own motivation, at least to 
the extent that students can be architects of their 
own course-related behavioral, emotional, cogni-
tive, and agentic engagement.   
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   Implications for Teachers 

 If you are a teacher and have invested your behav-
ioral, emotional, and cognitive engagement in 
reading and refl ecting on the chapter to this point, 
it is now time to give you an opportunity to agen-
tically voice your interests and hopes for the 
chapter. Accordingly, the chapter now turns to 
two key implications for teachers. 

 The fi rst implication is to recommend that 
teachers work to increase their capacity to prac-
tice a more autonomy-supportive motivating 
style toward their students. Generally speaking, 
autonomy support is whatever a teacher says and 
does during instruction to facilitate students’ per-
ceptions of autonomy and experiences of psycho-
logical need satisfaction. More specifi cally, an 
autonomy-supportive motivating style is the 
interpersonal sentiment and behavior teachers 
provide to identify, vitalize, and develop their 
students’ inner motivational resources during 
instruction (Assor, Kaplan, & Roth,  2002 ; Reeve, 
 2009b ; Reeve et al.,  2004  ) . It is important because 
it predicts students’ constructive motivation, 
engagement, and functioning in a reliable way, as 
discussed earlier. It is also important because, 
like student engagement, a teacher’s motivating 
style is malleable. While it is true that teachers’ 
naturally occurring motivating styles (control-
ling, neutral, or autonomy supportive) tend to 
remain fairly consistent throughout the school 
year, it is also true that teachers can learn how to 
be more autonomy supportive toward students. 
Intervention training programs have shown that 
teachers can learn how to be more autonomy sup-
portive and also that such a change in one’s moti-
vating style endures well beyond the initial 
training experience (Su & Reeve,  2011  ) . In 
these intervention studies, teachers randomly 
assigned into an experimental group participate 
in a training program that, fi rst, tells them what 
autonomy support is and how benefi cial it typi-
cally is for students and, second, provides them 
with the modeling, scaffolding, and “how-to” 
problem-solving discussions they need to be able 
to support students’ autonomy during classroom 
practice. This research is important for the 

 purposes of the present chapter because it shows 
that (1) teachers can learn how to become more 
autonomy supportive and (2) the more autonomy 
supportive they become, the more high-quality 
engagement their students show (e.g., Reeve 
et al.,  2004  ) . Stated differently, the fi rst recom-
mendation seeks to offer teachers a reliable path 
to enhancing student engagement—namely, 
adopt a more autonomy-supportive motivating 
style toward students. 

 The second implication is to recommend that 
teachers intentionally monitor and enhance stu-
dents’ classroom engagement. Monitoring and 
enhancing students’ motivation and engagement 
is an important skill, but these are also diffi cult 
responsibilities for teachers to fulfi ll on a reliable 
basis. Monitoring students’ motivation and 
engagement is diffi cult not only because class-
rooms are large, fl uid, and diverse environments 
but also because motivation is a private, subjec-
tive, and unobservable student experience. That 
is, teachers cannot objectively see their students’ 
underlying psychological need satisfaction, self-
effi cacy, interest, goal orientation, etc. The 
instructional task of monitoring what is unob-
servable and only privately experienced (i.e., stu-
dent motivation) would seem overly diffi cult. In 
contrast to motivation, however, student engage-
ment is a relatively public, objective, and observ-
able classroom event. That is, teachers can see 
whether or not a student is paying attention, put-
ting forth effort, enjoying class, solving problems 
in a sophisticated way, and contributing construc-
tively into the fl ow of instruction. The instruc-
tional task of monitoring what is observable and 
publically expressed (i.e., student engagement) 
would seem possible. 

 To test this logic, we asked a group of middle- 
and high-school Korean teachers who taught a 
wide range of different subject matters to rate each 
student in their class on how motivated and how 
engaged the teacher thought the student was (Lee 
& Reeve,  2011  ) . In particular, we asked these 
teachers to rate their students on three aspects of 
motivation—psychological need satisfaction, 
self-effi cacy, and mastery goal orientation—and 
on four aspects of engagement—behavioral 
engagement, emotional engagement, cognitive 
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engagement, and agentic engagement. At the same 
time, we asked the students of these teachers to 
self-report the same three aspects of their course-
related motivation and the same four aspects of 
their course-related engagement, using previously 
validated questionnaires. How accurate teachers 
were in rating their students’ motivation and 
engagement appears in Fig.  7.6 .  

 Accuracy scores were determined with partial 
correlation statistics that showed the association 
between each teacher rating and each student 
self-report after partialling out variance attribut-
able to student achievement. It was necessary to 
partial out student achievement scores because 
teachers generally rate high-achieving students 
as more motivated and as more engaged than 
they rate low-achieving students. Looking at the 
composite scores only, teacher rated their stu-
dents’ motivation unreliably ( pr  = −.03,  ns ) but 
their students’ engagement reliably ( pr  = .13, 
 p  < .05), as reported in Lee and Reeve  (  2011  ) . 
The bars in Fig.  7.6  show the partial correlations 
observed for each of the four aspects of engage-
ment (on the left side of the fi gure) and for each 
of the three aspects of motivation (on the right 

side of the fi gure). Overall, results were clear: 
Teacher ratings of their students’ motivation were 
inaccurate, while teachers’ ratings of their stu-
dents’ engagement were accurate. Further, teach-
ers’ inaccuracy scores did not depend on the type 
of student motivation they rated, just as teacher 
accuracy scores did not depend on the type of 
student engagement they rated. 

 The data summarized in Fig.  7.6  are important 
because they suggest that the instructional effort 
to monitor students’ motivation is probably too 
diffi cult (because it is a private, unobservable 
student experience), while the instructional effort 
to monitor students’ engagement is probably 
manageable (because it is a public, observable 
student behavior). We are not suggesting that stu-
dent motivation is not important, and we are not 
suggesting that teachers not think about how to 
facilitate it. After all, student motivation is the 
key variable underlying and causing students’ 
classroom engagement. Instead, we recommend 
that teachers allocate a signifi cant proportion of 
their attention during instruction to the effort of 
monitoring and enhancing students’ engagement. 
Doing so allows teachers to invest their attention 
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on the variable that changes students’ academic 
lives for the better—namely, high-quality student 
engagement. 

   Future Research 

 The present chapter relied on a pair of well-
established theoretical perspectives—namely, 
SDT and the student-teacher dialectical frame-
work within SDT—to present three new ideas 
about the nature and function of student engage-
ment. Each one of these ideas is both new and 
somewhat controversial, so each requires exten-
sive future research to assess its reliability, valid-
ity, and potential contribution to the larger 
literature on student engagement. 

 The fi rst new fi nding that requires extensive 
future research is the defi nitional claim that 
student engagement is better conceptualized as 
a four-component construct than as a three-com-
ponent construct. The difference between the two 
conceptualizations is that the four-component 
conceptualization includes agentic engagement, 
whereas the three-component conceptualization 
excludes it. This future research will need to 
examine both the conceptual status of agentic 
engagement as well as its assessment procedures. 
In terms of conceptualizing agentic engagement, 
Reeve and Tseng  (  2011  )  proposed fi ve defi ning 
features of the construct: (1) it is proactive in that 
it occurs before or during the learning activity; 
(2) it is intentional in that agentic engagement is 
both deliberate and purposive; (3) it attempts to 
enrich the learning activity by making the learn-
ing experience more personal, more interesting, 
more challenging, or more valued; (4) it contrib-
utes constructive input into the planning or ongo-
ing fl ow of the teacher’s instruction; and (5) it 
does not connote teacher ineffectiveness or 
incompetence. In terms of assessing agentic 
engagement, researchers currently assess the 
construct either by having trained raters score 
students’ agency from the Hit-Steer Observation 
System (for illustrations see, Jang, Reeve, & 
Deci,  2010 ; Koenig, Fielder, & deCharms,  1977 ; 
Reeve et al.,  2004  )  or from a fi ve-item self-report 
scale (Reeve & Tseng,  2011  ) . As clarity emerges 

as to the nature and function of students’ agentic 
engagement during learning activities, future 
research will be better positioned to improve the 
assessment of the construct. Part of that empirical 
effort will be to better assess the construct, and 
part of the empirical effort will be to better distin-
guish agentic engagement both from similar con-
structs (e.g., instructional help seeking) and from 
the other three aspects of engagement. 

 The second new fi nding that requires exten-
sive future research is the functional claim that 
student engagement serves purposes beyond 
those that are already well established and under-
stood. Specifi cally, the SDT perspective sug-
gests three new and important functions of 
student engagement—namely, that student 
engagement fully mediates and explains the 
motivation-to-achievement relation, that changes 
in student engagement produce changes in the 
learning environment, and that changes in stu-
dent engagement produce changes in student 
motivation, as students’ behavioral, emotional, 
cognitive, and agentic engagement represents 
action taken to meet their psychological needs. 
The validity of the claim that student engage-
ment fully mediates and explains the motivation-
to-achievement relation may boil down to how 
the engagement construct itself is conceptual-
ized and assessed. As emphasized above, when 
engagement is conceptualized and assessed as a 
four-component construct, student engagement 
does seem to consistently and fully mediate the 
direct effect that motivation has on students’ 
positive outcomes. If this rather strong assertion 
does not eventually hold up to future analysis, 
there will still be important insights to gain from 
asking the question as to what effect motivation 
has on student outcomes that lies outside of its 
effect on engagement. It is actually rather diffi -
cult to think of a path from motivation to 
achievement that does not go through student 
engagement, though both social engagement and 
an improved teacher-student relationship might 
be two candidates. The idea that student motiva-
tion might improve the teacher-student relation-
ship is nicely captured by the student-teacher 
dialectical framework within SDT, though our 
recent evidence suggests rather strongly that 
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what affects the quality of the student-teacher 
relationship during learning activities is more 
the publically observable engagement that stu-
dents show and less the privately experienced 
motivation they harbor. 

 Finally, the fi nding that changes in student 
engagement produce changes in student motiva-
tion requires extensive future study. It is an excit-
ing fi nding that students can take self-initiated 
action—in terms of their behavioral, emotional, 
cognitive, and agentic engagements—to meet 
their psychological needs. The reason this fi nding 
has such potential to improve our understanding 
of the functions of student engagement is partly 
because the effect of engagement on students’ 
motivation seems to be as strong as the effect of 
the teacher’s motivating style on student motiva-
tion and partly because it illustrates empirically 
that students can be architects of their own 
motivation—for better or for worse.        
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  Abstract 

 In this chapter, we examine relations between achievement goal theory and 
student engagement. Achievement goal theorists generally examine two 
types of goals (mastery and performance goals), each of which has been 
conceptualized as having both approach and avoid components. After 
reviewing the history and development of achievement goal theory and 
describing the current four-factor model, we examine correlates of achieve-
ment goal orientations; these include students’ beliefs about intelligence, 
academic achievement, and engagement (cognitive, emotional, and behav-
ioral). We then review research on classroom goal structures; we specifi -
cally examine how classroom contexts, as conceptualized through goal 
orientation theory, are related to student engagement. We also review 
instructional practices that are related to both mastery and performance goal 
structures and how those practices are related to academic achievement.    

        Achievement goal theory is a framework that is 
used to explain and study academic motivation. 
The theory became particularly prominent during 
the 1980s and 1990s and has emerged as one of 
the most accepted and supported theories in the 
fi eld of educational psychology (Elliot,  1999 ; 

Maehr & Zusho,  2009  ) . Currently, achievement 
goal theory informs both educational research 
and classroom practice, given its strong empirical 
support. Relevant to the present chapter, achieve-
ment goal theory has been, and continues to be, a 
predominant perspective used to understand stu-
dents’ engagement in academics. 

 In the present chapter, we review many aspects 
of achievement goal theory. In addition to describ-
ing the theory and its relation to valued educa-
tional outcomes, we also argue that achievement 
goal theory is related in important ways to stu-
dent engagement. Although the constructs uti-
lized by achievement goal theorists differ from 
the constructs used by researchers who study 
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engagement, there is much overlap. We believe 
that a more thorough examination and possible 
integration of research conducted by achieve-
ment goal theorists and by engagement research-
ers will lead to a broader and more conceptually 
useful understanding of academic motivation.  

   The Basic Tenets of Achievement 
Goal Theory 

 Achievement goal theory has a rich history within 
the fi eld of motivation. This history includes both 
the original development of the theory, as well as 
more recent subtle changes in the ways in which 
goal theory constructs are operationalized. These 
changes are refl ected in research examining cor-
relates of achievement goal orientations; indeed, 
as measurement of goal orientations has changed 
over time, results of research examining the rela-
tions of goal orientations to other outcomes also 
have evolved. 

   Historical Development of Achievement 
Goal Theory 

 The study of achievement goal orientations for-
mally began in the late 1970s, although many 
aspects of the theory can be traced back to much 
earlier conceptions of achievement motivation. 
Researchers at the University of Illinois were par-
ticularly prominent in early developments of the 
theory. In particular, Martin Maehr, Carole Ames, 
John Nicholls, and Carol Dweck all were infl uen-
tial in early work on goal orientation theory. 

 As we will review in this chapter, the theory 
has developed and changed in quite remarkable 
ways during the past three decades. The theory, 
which was originally conceptualized in terms of 
two types of goal orientations, has blossomed 
into a robust theoretical framework that now 
includes the original conceptions of goal orienta-
tions, as well as numerous additional distinctions 
between subtypes. Originally, the theory focused 
predominantly on students’ personal goal orien-
tations (i.e., the reasons that students give for 
engaging personally in specifi c tasks). Researchers 

identifi ed two types—“mastery” (i.e., a focus on 
understanding and personal improvement) and 
“performance” (i.e., a focus on outperforming 
others), although different researchers used dif-
ferent names. There was also some consideration, 
however, of students’ perceptions of what is 
emphasized in their classrooms or schools in 
terms of reasons for engaging in schoolwork and 
the meaning of success (i.e., classroom goal 
structures; Ames,  1984  ) . Although personal goal 
orientations continue to receive most attention, 
consideration of classroom goal structures has 
become more prevalent, consistent with the 
greater attention to the role of social contexts in 
motivational research (Anderman & Anderman, 
 2000 ; Meece, Anderman, & Anderman,  2006 ; 
Midgley,  2002  ) . 

 As we will review later, goal theorists also draw 
strongly from the approach/avoid distinctions often 
made in psychology (Elliot,  1999 ; Elliot & 
Covington,  2001  ) . Approach and avoidance moti-
vations are distinguished by whether or not 
behavior is directed by desirable ( approach ) or 
undesirable ( avoid ) potential outcomes. As research 
on achievement goal theory progressed over the 
past two decades, in particular, psychometric stud-
ies focusing on the measurement of goal orienta-
tions have drawn in signifi cant ways from approach/
avoid distinctions (Elliot & Harackiewicz,  1996  ) . 

 In addition, numerous methodological devel-
opments over the past few decades have enhanced 
our understanding of achievement goal orienta-
tions. Whereas many of the original studies used 
survey methodology to examine students’ per-
sonal goal orientations, later studies have included 
classroom observations, discourse analyses, mul-
tilevel models, experimental designs, and mixed-
method approaches. These methodological 
advances have allowed motivation researchers to 
understand the nature of achievement goals more 
fully, as well as their many correlates.  

   Variations in Operationalizations 
of  Goal Orientations 

 Personal goal orientations have been defi ned and 
operationalized differently by various researchers. 
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Although we use the terms “mastery” and “perfor-
mance” to broadly characterize goal orientations, 
it is important to note that a variety of develop-
ments have occurred over the years. Maehr  (  1984  )  
called his version of mastery goals “task goals,” 
which he defi ned as focusing on (a) an individual’s 
involvement with a specifi c task and (b) an indi-
vidual’s perceptions of his or her competence at 
the task. Maehr noted in particular that when indi-
viduals hold task goals, “social comparisons of 
performance are remote or are virtually nonexis-
tent” (Maehr,  1984 , p. 129). In contrast, Maehr 
defi ned “ego goals”—his version of performance 
goals—in terms of being able to exceed a standard 
of performance, particularly as related to the per-
formance of other individuals. Interestingly, 
Maehr distinguished ego goals from “extrinsic 
goals,” which he described as a separate class of 
goals that are related to earning rewards (e.g., 
money or a prize) that are not directly aligned with 
the reasons why an individual would engage with 
a given task in the fi rst place. 

 Nicholls  (  1989  )  described students’ goals as 
motivational orientations; he labeled the two 
dimensions as task orientation and ego orientation. 
The specifi c types of survey items that he and his 
colleagues developed to measure these orienta-
tions focused on whether students feel “pleased” 
when they accomplish certain tasks. For example, 
a student with a high task orientation is a student 
who feels pleased when he or she works hard, 
tries hard, and understands the material. In con-
trast, a student with a high ego orientation feels 
pleased when he or she feels superior to others 
and beats others (Nicholls, Cobb, Wood, Yackel, 
& Patashnick,  1990  ) . In contrast, Ames’  (  1987  )  
descriptions of goal orientations were infl uenced 
by earlier work by Maehr and Nichols. She 
described task-oriented students as those who 
“are interested in developing their ability and 
gaining mastery,” and ego-oriented students as 
those who “want to demonstrate that they have 
ability” (Ames,  1987 , p. 127). 

 Dweck and her colleagues distinguished 
between learning (analogous to mastery) and per-
formance goals and argued that learners frame 
their responses to and interpretations of events 
based on these goals (Dweck & Leggett,  1988 ; 

Elliott & Dweck,  1988  ) . Learning goals are 
described as goals “in which individuals are con-
cerned with increasing their competence,” 
whereas performance goals are described as goals 
“in which individuals are concerned with gaining 
favorable judgments of their competence” 
(Dweck & Leggett,  1988 , p. 256). 

 In summary, although a variety of terms have 
been used to describe these two broad classes of 
goals, we have chosen to refer to these goals as 
“mastery” and “performance” goals for the 
remainder of this chapter. All of the various defi -
nitions suggest that when students pursue mas-
tery goals, they are interested in truly mastering 
the task, they are concerned with gaining compe-
tence, and they are willing and eager to exert 
effort in order to achieve mastery. In contrast, 
when students pursue performance goals, they 
are interested in demonstrating their ability rela-
tive to others, in outperforming others, and in 
being judged by others as being competent at 
academic tasks.  

   Current Four-Factor Model 
of Achievement Goal Theory 

 The mastery/performance distinction has been 
studied by many researchers, for many years (see 
Anderman & Wolters,  2006 ; Urdan,  1997 , for 
reviews). However, in the mid-1990s, several 
researchers argued that the distinction between 
approach and avoid orientations also should be 
considered within a goal orientation framework. 
Elliot and Harackiewicz  (  1996  )  noted that some 
of the early work by achievement goal research-
ers such as Dweck and Nicholls did distinguish 
between approach and avoid forms of perfor-
mance goals, but these distinctions were lost in 
later defi nitions. 

 A trichotomous framework for achievement 
goals suggests that in addition to mastery goals, a 
distinction should be made between performance-
approach and performance-avoid goals (Elliot, 
 1999  ) . Elliot and Harackiewicz  (  1996  )  initially 
conducted experiments in which participants were 
asked to solve puzzles using mastery goals, per-
formance-approach goals, and performance-avoid 
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goals. Participants in the performance-approach 
condition were informed that students who solve 
the puzzles more successfully than other students 
at the same university “have good puzzle solving 
ability” (p. 468); in contrast, students in the per-
formance-avoid condition were told that if they 
solved fewer puzzles than others, they would 
demonstrate that they “have poor puzzle solving 
ability” (p. 468). Results indicated that partici-
pants in the performance-avoid condition dis-
played lower intrinsic motivation toward the 
puzzles than those in the performance-approach 
condition. 

 Midgley and her colleagues developed a 
widely used measure of achievement goals, the 
 Patterns of Adaptive Learning Survey  (PALS) 
(Midgley et al.,  2000  ) . Initially, separate mea-
sures of performance-approach and performance-
avoid goal orientations were developed 
(Middleton & Midgley,  1997  ) . Using a large 
sample of middle school students, Middleton and 
Midgley demonstrated that performance goals 
could be separated into performance-approach 
and performance-avoid goal orientations. They 
operationalized performance-approach goals in 
terms of students (a) wanting to do better than 
other students in their class and (b) wanting to 
demonstrate that they are more competent than 
others; in contrast, performance-avoid goals were 
operationalized in terms of wanting to avoid 
appearing incompetent or “dumb.” Skaalvik 
 (  1997  )  also examined different types of perfor-
mance goals. Specifi cally, using a sample of 
Norwegian sixth and eighth grade students, 
Skaalvik developed a measure of self-enhancing 
ego orientation (similar to a performance-
approach goal orientation) and a measure of a 
self-defeating ego orientation (similar to a per-
formance-avoid goal orientation). 

 The approach/avoid distinction was also 
applied to mastery goal orientation, resulting in a 
2 × 2 framework for achievement goals (Elliot & 
McGregor,  2001  ) . In this model, mastery goals 
are broken down into mastery-approach and 
mastery-avoid goals, matching the separation of 
performance-approach and performance-avoid 
goals. The new addition to the model was the 

mastery-avoid construct. A student who endorses 
mastery-avoid goals wants to avoid misunder-
standing or losing a sense of competence. The 
2 × 2 model has been supported in both North 
American (Conroy, Elliot, & Hofer,  2003  )  and 
international samples (Bong,  2009  ) . 

 Currently, goal orientation theorists generally 
support the 2 × 2 model. Nevertheless, the valid-
ity of mastery-avoid goals has been questioned 
(e.g., Sideridis & Mouratidis,  2008  ) . Specifi cally, 
some researchers question whether individuals 
actually think about mastery-avoid goals in real-
life situations. Ciani and Sheldon  (  2010  )  con-
ducted a qualitative study in which they 
interviewed Division I college baseball players 
about their endorsement of mastery-avoid goals 
while playing baseball. Although players 
endorsed both high and low levels of mastery-
avoid goals, when players who endorsed mastery-
avoid goals were probed about these beliefs, 
results suggested that the players actually were 
referring to mastery-approach goals in many 
cases. Ciani and Sheldon suggested that one of 
the reasons for this may be that it is diffi cult to 
truly get study participants to understand the 
nuances of what a “mastery-avoid” goal is, using 
a survey instrument. 

 In addition, some research suggests some stu-
dents may have diffi culty distinguishing between 
performance-approach and performance-avoid 
goals. For example, Urdan and Mestas  (  2006  )  
conducted an interview study with 53 high 
school seniors who all reported high levels of 
performance-avoid goals (as determined by 
responses to a survey). Students were probed 
about their responses to various survey items. 
Results indicated that students often did not eas-
ily distinguish between performance-approach 
and performance-avoid goals. In addition, stu-
dents indicated that they pursue performance 
goals for a variety of different reasons (e.g., to 
look smart, to please parents, to look smart to 
one’s peers, or simply because students enjoyed 
competition). Additional work on the measure-
ment, interpretation, and predictive validity of 
mastery-avoid goal orientation will be an impor-
tant area for future research.   
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   Correlates of Goal Orientations 

 Much of the research conducted over the past two 
decades by achievement goal theorists has 
focused on relations between students’ goal ori-
entations and a variety of academic outcomes, 
including implicit beliefs about intelligence, aca-
demic achievement, and numerous aspects of 
engagement. In the following sections, we review 
the major fi ndings of these studies. 

   Goal Orientations and Beliefs About 
Intelligence 

 Carol Dweck and her colleagues have examined 
students’ beliefs about intelligence and how those 
beliefs are related to a variety of academic out-
comes (Dweck,  2000  ) . When students endorse an 
entity theory of intelligence, they believe that their 
intellectual abilities are fi xed (i.e., generally 
unchangeable); in contrast, when students endorse 
an incremental view of intelligence, they believe 
that their intellectual abilities are malleable (Dweck 
& Leggett,  1988  ) . Research generally indicates 
that incremental beliefs about intelligence are 
associated with a host of adaptive outcomes, 
including self-regulated learning (Dweck & 
Master,  2008  ) , academic achievement (Blackwell, 
Trzesniewski, & Dweck,  2007  ) , and the utilization 
of remedial (as opposed to defensive) strategies 
when self-esteem is threatened (Nussbaum & 
Dweck,  2008  ) . 

 Beliefs about intelligence also have been 
examined in relation to goal orientations. 
Research generally indicates that when students 
believe that intelligence is incremental, they are 
likely to endorse mastery goals; in contrast, when 
students believe that intelligence is fi xed and 
unchangeable, they are likely to adopt perfor-
mance goals (Dweck & Leggett,  1988  ) . Although 
a variety of studies have revealed similar rela-
tions between implicit theories of intelligence 
and goal orientations, some studies have failed 
to replicate these fi ndings (e.g., Dupeyrat & 
Marine,  2005  ) .  

   Goal Orientations and Academic 
Achievement 

 Academic achievement often is regarded as one 
of the most important educational outcomes. 
Researchers and practitioners have been particu-
larly interested in the relations of goal orienta-
tions to achievement since academic achievement 
is greatly valued as an indicator of educational 
performance (Anderman, Anderman, Yough, & 
Gimbert,  2010 ; Hattie & Anderman,  in press  ) . 

 Relations between goal orientations and aca-
demic achievement are somewhat inconsistent. 
Although reasons are not clear, much depends 
on how student achievement is measured. 
Achievement can be measured in a variety of 
ways (e.g., scores on standardized tests, teacher-
made tests, or teacher-assigned grades that may 
or may not include homework or conduct) and do 
not necessarily refl ect students’ real understand-
ing. A mastery goal orientation, with its accom-
panying thoughtfulness and strategic effort, is only 
likely to be important if achievement tests require 
students to demonstrate deep understanding; if 
simple memorization is suffi cient to score well, 
then a mastery goal orientation is not likely to be 
related differentially to test scores or grades. 
Furthermore, a very strong desire to outscore oth-
ers may lead students to having infl ated achieve-
ment scores through means such as cheating. 

   Mastery Goal Orientation 
 In a comprehensive study examining over 90 
peer-reviewed articles that addressed the rela-
tions of achievement goals to academic achieve-
ment, Linnenbrink-Garcia, Tyson, and Patall 
 (  2008  )  reported that mastery goals appear some-
times to be benefi cial for academic achieve-
ment, as expected theoretically. For example, 
Bong  (  2009  )  found positive correlations between 
upper elementary and middle school students’ 
mastery-approach goals and math achievement. 
However, across studies, results are somewhat 
mixed; numerous studies have not shown the 
expected positive direct relations between mas-
tery goals and achievement (Ames & Archer, 
 1988 ; Anderman & Johnston,  1998 ; Barron & 
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Harackiewicz,  2001 ; Daniels et al.,  2009 ; Elliot 
& Church,  1997 ; Elliot & McGregor,  2001 ; 
Harackiewicz, Barron, Carter, Lehto, & Elliot, 
 1997 ; Pintrich,  2000a ; Skaalvik,  1997  ) . 

 In addition, results of several studies indicate 
that mastery goals are sometimes indirectly 
related to achievement. Specifi cally, mastery 
goals often are predictive of mediators, such as 
affect or certain types of behaviors, that are in 
turn related to achievement. Thus, students who 
endorse mastery goals are more likely to either 
engage in achievement-promoting behaviors or 
experience affect that is related to achievement. 
For example, in one study, adolescents who 
reported being mastery-oriented toward current 
events were more likely to engage in news-
seeking behaviors outside of school; in turn, 
these behaviors were directly and positively 
predicted knowledge of current events 
(Anderman & Johnston,  1998  ) . In another study, 
mastery orientation, although not directly pre-
dictive of achievement, was related inversely to 
indicators of negative affect (e.g., boredom, 
anxiety), which in turn were related to lower 
academic achievement (Daniels et al.,  2009  ) .  

   Performance Goal Orientation 
 The relations between performance-approach 
goals and academic achievement are fairly con-
sistent for college students. In many studies, the 
adoption of performance-approach goals is related 
to high achievement (Church, Elliot, & Gable, 
 2001 ; Daniels et al.,  2009 ; Elliot & Church,  1997 ; 
Elliot & McGregor,  2001 ; Elliot, McGregor, & 
Gable,  1999 ; Harackiewicz et al.,  1997  ) . 

 For younger students, a similar pattern is found 
in some studies, although relations at times are 
not as strong. For example, Bong  (  2009  )  reported 
a low (.19) correlation between performance-
approach goals and achievement for students in 
middle school and lower elementary grades, but 
no relation for middle and upper elementary stu-
dents. Wolters  (  2004  )  found a weak positive rela-
tion between performance-approach goals and 
math grades in middle school students. Some of 
these differential relations may at least in part be 
explained by how researchers operationalize goal 
orientations on survey instruments. When items 

in goal measures are assessed differently, research 
results may vary (Hulleman, Schrager, Bodmann, 
& Harackiewicz,  2010  ) . 

 Considering relations between performance-
approach orientation and achievement for stu-
dents as a whole may also mask possible 
differential relations depending on student char-
acteristics. For example, there has been concern 
about the long-term outcomes for performance-
approach oriented students who seem to do well 
in the short term (Midgley, Kaplan, & Middleton, 
 2001  ) : What happens when these students move 
to a new, more competitive, or challenging envi-
ronment (e.g., a larger school, a class with more 
advanced content or more high-achieving stu-
dents)? One possibility is that students accus-
tomed to outperforming others and being viewed 
that way by other people, but who are not confi -
dent about maintaining their rank, will move to 
an avoidance focus. This was what Middleton, 
Kaplan, and Midgley  (  2004  )  found. Specifi cally, 
sixth graders’ performance-approach orientation 
predicted a performance-avoid orientation in sev-
enth grade, but only for students with high self-
effi cacy in sixth grade. That is, students who were 
concerned with outscoring others and who felt 
confi dent of their abilities were more likely, as 
they progressed through middle school, to become 
more focused on protecting their image and not 
looking incompetent compared to other students. 
This is concerning, given the poor outcomes 
associated with a performance-avoid orientation. 

 Performance-avoid goal orientations are con-
sistently and negatively related to achievement. 
These results have been documented for both 
college students (e.g., Elliot et al.,  1999  )  and 
younger adolescents (e.g., Middleton & Midgley, 
 1997 ; Wolters,  2004  ) .   

   Goal Orientations and Engagement 

 Since we use goal orientation theory as our 
framework for explaining motivation and engage-
ment, it is important to distinguish how we are 
defi ning goal orientations and how we are defi n-
ing engagement. As noted by Appleton, 
Christenson, and Furlong  (  2008  ) , the phrase 
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“academic engagement” needs empirical and 
conceptual clarifi cation; similar arguments have 
been made regarding the need for the clarifi ca-
tion of terms in the motivation fi eld in general 
(Murphy & Alexander,  2000  )  and within goal 
theory specifi cally (Pintrich,  2000b  ) . For our 
review of the relations between goal orientations 
and engagement, we have adopted the model 
described by Fredricks, Blumenfeld, and Paris 
 (  2004  ) . In that model, the construct of engage-
ment is described as being multidimensional; 
specifi cally, engagement consists of behavioral, 
emotional, and cognitive forms of engagement. 
Cognitive engagement refers to learners’ willing-
ness to exert the necessary effort to understand 
and master complex phenomena; emotional 
engagement refers to learners’ positive and nega-
tive affective reactions to aspects of schooling; 
and behavioral engagement refers to actual par-
ticipation in specifi c activities that are related to 
achievement (Fredricks et al.,  2004 , p. 60). 
Specifi cally, the defi nitions of engagement pro-
vided by Fredricks and her colleagues imply that 
students are engaged while they are working on a 
specifi c task; thus, a student is cognitively 
engaged when he or she is exerting appropriate 
effort while completing a task; a student’s emo-
tional engagement with a task is operationalized 
in terms of her affective reactions to the task 
(while engaging with the task); and a student’s 
behavioral engagement with the task is opera-
tionalized in terms of her actual behaviors during 
the task. Goal orientations, in contrast, are opera-
tionalized in terms of the goals that students have 
toward tasks  both prior to and during task par-
ticipation . Thus, in our conceptualization of the 
relations between goal orientations and engage-
ment, the specifi c goal orientation that a student 
holds for a particular task will determine the 
quality of the student’s engagement with the task 
(Ames,  1992a,   1992b  ) . For example, when a stu-
dent is highly mastery goal–oriented toward a 
particular task, the quality of cognitive, emo-
tional, and behavioral engagement will likely be 
adaptive for learning (because the student’s goal 
is task mastery, which requires high levels of 
engagement). Indeed, evidence from studies 
examining students’ effective strategy usage and 

goal orientations supports this since the adoption 
of mastery goals is related to more effective aca-
demic strategy usage (Graham & Golan,  1991 ; 
Nolen,  1988  ) . In the following sections, we 
describe the relations of each type of engagement 
to goal orientations. 

   Cognitive Engagement 
 The types of goal orientations that students adopt 
are related to the kinds of cognitive and self-regu-
latory strategies they use when engaged with aca-
demic tasks. Results of numerous studies indicate 
that when students focus on mastery, they tend to 
be willing to think deeply and broadly about their 
academic work; they use effective learning and 
self-regulatory strategies, including monitoring 
their comprehension and thinking about how cur-
rent academic tasks are related to previously 
learned information (e.g., Anderman & Young, 
 1994 ; Graham & Golan,  1991 ; Nolen & Haladyna, 
 1990 ; Pintrich & De Groot,  1990 ; Wolters,  2004  ) . 
For example, Nolen  (  1988  ) , in an early study, 
found that both general and task-specifi c mastery 
(task) goal orientations were related positively to 
middle students’ use of both deep-processing 
strategies (e.g., fi guring out how new information 
fi ts with prior knowledge, monitoring one’s com-
prehension) and surface-level strategies (e.g., 
memorizing words, rehearsing information). More 
recent research with a large sample of South 
Korean adolescents, measuring both mastery-
approach and mastery-avoid orientations, indi-
cated that both were related positively to use of 
cognitive strategies (rehearsal, elaboration, and 
organizational strategies) and more adaptive 
self-regulation, although the associations with 
mastery-avoid goals were weaker (Bong,  2009  ) . 

 The evidence for students holding a perfor-
mance goal orientation is more mixed, although 
no study has identifi ed positive links between 
performance-avoid goals and cognitive engage-
ment. In Nolen’s  (  1988  )  study, students’ adoption 
of performance (ego) goals was either unrelated or 
negatively related to their use of deep-processing 
strategies and either unrelated or positively related 
to using surface-level strategies; approach and 
avoid orientations were not yet differentiated. 
Bong  (  2009  )  found that performance-approach 
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goals were related to greater use of cognitive 
strategies and more adaptive self-regulation, 
whereas performance-avoid goals were not. When 
students are focused on their relative performance 
and are busy thinking about ability differences, 
they simply may not have the cognitive resources 
to devote to the use of effective cognitive and 
self-regulatory strategies.  

   Emotional Engagement 
 Several researchers have examined the relations 
between goal orientations and various indicators 
of emotional engagement, such as affect and 
motivation. Results generally indicate that mas-
tery goals are related to positive affect about 
school (e.g., Roeser, Midgley, & Urdan,  1996  )  
and different aspects of motivation, such as 
intrinsic motivation, positive self-concept, and 
self-effi cacy (e.g., Murayama & Elliot,  2009  ) . 
However, the relations of performance goals to 
affect and motivation are somewhat mixed. 

 Daniels et al.  (  2009  )  examined the relations 
between emotions, goal orientations, and achieve-
ment in a large sample of college students. Results 
indicated that feelings of hopefulness were 
related positively to both mastery- and perfor-
mance-approach goals, whereas feelings of help-
lessness were inversely related to mastery goals, 
but unrelated to performance goals. Skaalvik 
 (  1997  )  examined the relations between mastery 
(task) goals, self-defeating ego goals (i.e., perfor-
mance-avoid goals), and self-enhancing ego goals 
(i.e., performance-approach goals), and several 
measures of affect. Results indicated that the 
adoption of mastery goals was related positively 
to self-esteem, and negatively to math anxiety. 
The adoption of performance-approach goals was 
related weakly and positively to self-esteem, and 
weakly and negatively to math anxiety. The adop-
tion of performance-avoid goals was related neg-
atively to self-esteem and positively to both math 
and verbal anxiety. 

 Recent research suggests that the achievement 
goals of early adolescents may be predicted by 
parental involvement and control (i.e., related to 
numerous aspects of students’ lives, not just aca-
demics), as well as anxiety and depression during 
the elementary school years. In a recent study, 

Duchesne and colleagues examined a longitudinal 
sample of 498 early adolescents (Duchesne & 
Ratelle,  2010  ) . Students reported their percep-
tions of general parental involvement and control 
and completed measures of anxiety and depres-
sion at the end of the sixth grade in elementary 
school; students then reported their achievement 
goals during the following year, at the end of the 
fi rst year of middle school (seventh grade). Results 
indicated that mastery goals were predicted by 
perceptions of parental involvement; however, 
anxiety mediated the relation between perceptions 
of parents as controlling and performance goals 
(combined approach and avoid). Specifi cally, stu-
dents who perceived their parents as controlling 
experienced greater anxiety; anxiety in turn posi-
tively predicted performance goals.  

   Behavioral Engagement 
 The goal orientations that students adopt are also 
associated with a range of behaviors evident in 
the classroom. For example, a mastery orientation 
is associated with positive academic behaviors, 
such as expending effort (Miller, Greene, 
Montalvo, Ravindran, & Nichols,  1996  ) , discuss-
ing schoolwork with other students (Patrick, 
Ryan, & Kaplan,  2007  ) , engaging in relevant 
activities outside of school (Anderman & 
Johnston,  1998  ) , and seeking help when needed 
(Ryan & Pintrich,  1997  ) . Conversely, a perfor-
mance orientation is related to avoiding seeking 
needed help (Ryan & Pintrich) and being disrup-
tive during lessons (Ryan & Patrick,  2001  ) .   

   Summary 

 Achievement goal theory has developed into a 
robust, empirically supported framework for 
examining student motivation. The types of goal 
orientations that students adopt are related in 
important ways to their achievement, affect, 
beliefs about the nature of intelligence, and 
cognitive/self-regulatory strategy use. Goal 
orientations also are related to cognitive, emo-
tional, and behavioral engagement. Although 
goal orientations represent cognitions that are 
related to behavior, goals are infl uenced by the 
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social contexts in which students participate. In 
the next section, we examine the relations 
between social contexts and achievement goals.   

   Classroom Goal Structures 

 A particularly important aspect of achievement 
goal theory is its attention to the educational con-
texts within which students are, or are supposed 
to be, engaged. This is because, according to goal 
theory, students’ motivation is infl uenced not 
only by their individual personal characteristics, 
beliefs, and achievement histories, but also by 
the contexts in which they learn. Within these 
environments, students’ construals of what is val-
ued in terms of schooling and what constitutes 
achievement and success infl uence their goal ori-
entations and therefore play a signifi cant role in 
affecting the nature and quality of engagement in 
learning tasks (Ames,  1992b ; Maehr,  1984 ; 
Nicholls,  1989  ) . We focus here on research within 
goal theory that addresses an especially critical 
and salient educational context—classrooms. 

 During the considerable amount of time stu-
dents spend in classrooms, they construct mean-
ing systems or schema about the purpose and 
meaning of schooling and academics from their 
experiences and perceptions of what is empha-
sized in the classroom. These perceptions of what 
is emphasized are termed  classroom goal struc-
tures  (Ames,  1984,   1992b  ) . Specifi cally, class-
room goal structures encompass students’ 
subjective perceptions of the meaning of aca-
demic tasks, competence, success, and purposes 
for students’ engaging in schoolwork. From a 
goal theory perspective, classroom goal struc-
tures represent a powerful empirical tool that can 
be used to examine the roles of classroom con-
texts in student motivation (Meece et al.,  2006  ) . 

 Personal mastery and performance goal orien-
tations, reviewed in the previous section, have 
parallels in classroom mastery and performance 
goal structures. Accordingly, a classroom  mas-
tery goal structure  involves a perception that 
learning and understanding are valued and that 
success is indicated by personal improvement. 
A classroom  performance goal structure  involves 

a perception that achievement and success entail 
outperforming others or surpassing normative 
standards (Ames,  1992b  ) . Classroom goal struc-
tures are usually measured by student self-report 
surveys, predominantly with scales from the 
 Pattern of Adaptive Learning Survey  (PALS; 
Midgley et al.,  1996,   2000  ) . Just as mastery and 
performance goal orientations are orthogonal, so 
too are classroom goal structures. That is, class-
rooms may be high in both mastery and perfor-
mance goal structure, high in just one, low in 
both, or any other confi guration. 

 Classroom goal structures are not “objective” 
characteristics but instead depend on how indi-
vidual students perceive and give meaning to their 
classroom experiences (Ames,  1992b  ) . Because 
students’ individual past and current experiences 
and interpretations contribute to their current per-
ceptions, students in the same class will not nec-
essarily perceive the classroom goal structures in 
the same way (Ames,  1992b ). Adding to variabil-
ity in perceptions, students in the same classroom 
are often treated differently and therefore do not 
even experience the same educational context 
(Brophy,  1985 ; Turner & Patrick,  2004  ) . 

 Teachers play a potent role in contributing to 
the classroom goal structures through explicit 
and implicit messages about the purpose of 
school activities, what counts as learning, and the 
role of student talk and through the norms and 
rules they establish for student behavior. These 
norms begin from the fi rst days of the school 
year—indeed, they are particularly explicit at this 
time when teachers introduce and socialize stu-
dents to their philosophies and beliefs. Early 
teacher practices foreshadow signifi cant differ-
ences in mastery and performance classroom 
goal structures, both after a few months and near 
the end of the year (Patrick, Anderman, Ryan, 
Edelin, & Midgley,  2001 ; Patrick, Turner, Meyer, 
& Midgley,  2003  ) . 

   Classroom Mastery Goal Structure 

 A classroom mastery goal structure involves 
a perception that students’ real learning and 
understanding, rather than just memorization, are 



182 E.M. Anderman and H. Patrick

valued and that success is accompanied by effort 
and indicated by personal improvement. Thus, a 
classroom mastery goal structure emphasizes an 
incremental theory of ability (Ames,  1992b  ) . 
Theoretically, perceptions of a classroom mas-
tery goal structure infl uence students’ invoking a 
mastery goal orientation for themselves in that 
context; that is, students are likely to focus on 
their own improvement and understanding when 
these aspects are emphasized. Mastery goal ori-
entation, in turn, is believed to infl uence students’ 
optimal effort, affect, use of adaptive learning 
strategies, and, ultimately, achievement (Ames, 
 1992b ). There is a considerable body of empiri-
cal studies that provide support for these tenets, 
as we discuss next. 

   Associations with Student Engagement 
 A classroom mastery goal structure constitutes a 
holistic system of meanings. Accordingly, it is 
associated with all aspects of engagement—
emotional (e.g., enjoyment, interest, effi cacy, 
commitment), cognitive (e.g., thoughtfulness, 
use of learning strategies, self-regulation), and 
behavioral (e.g., effort, persistence, asking for 
help). From both theoretical and practical stand-
points, all aspects of engagement should be high 
in classrooms that are perceived as emphasizing 
mastery. Specifi cally, when the overarching focus 
in the classroom is perceived as increasing each 
student’s understanding and skill, with success 
gauged by personal improvement (i.e., classroom 
mastery structure), it is adaptive and benefi cial 
for students to be fully and thoroughly engaged 
with those tasks. 

   Emotional Engagement 
 Students’ perceptions that their teacher and class-
room emphasize mastery are related signifi cantly 
to their personal mastery goal orientation (Nolen 
& Haladyna,  1990 ; Wolters,  2004  ) . Also, given 
that  all  students can be successful when success 
is viewed as personal improvement, students tend 
to experience positive affect and motivational 
beliefs in mastery goal structured classrooms. 
Specifi cally, a perceived classroom mastery goal 
structure is related positively to students’ posi-
tive school-related affect (Ames & Archer,  1988 ; 

Anderman,  1999 ; Kaplan & Midgley,  1999  ) , 
feelings of belonging at school (Anderman,  2003 ; 
Anderman & Anderman,  1999 ; Stevens, 
Hamman, & Olivarez,  2007  ) , and desire to fol-
low the school’s expectations (i.e., social respon-
sibility goal; Anderman & Anderman). Students 
in these environments express adaptive motiva-
tional beliefs, such as self-effi cacy and intrinsic 
motivation (Fast et al.,  2010 ; Murayama & Elliot, 
 2009 ; Wolters,  2004 ). Moreover, students express 
more positive views about their schoolwork, such 
as preference for challenge (Ames & Archer, 
 1988 ), the usefulness of learning strategies 
(Nolen & Haladyna,  1990 ), satisfaction with 
their learning (Nolen,  2003  ) , and adaptive coping 
responses after failure (Kaplan & Midgley,  1999 ), 
compared to those in settings with low classroom 
mastery goal structure.  

   Cognitive Engagement 
 Not surprisingly, given students’ positive affect 
and motivation, they tend to be more cognitively 
engaged in classrooms with a high (compared to 
low) classroom mastery goal structure. Specifi cally, 
a classroom mastery goal structure is associated 
positively with the use of effective cognitive strat-
egies (e.g., elaboration) and metacognitive strate-
gies (e.g., planning, monitoring, regulating) 
(Ames & Archer,  1988 ; Wolters,  2004  ) , just as 
personal mastery goal orientation is.  

   Behavioral Engagement 
 Underscoring the close connections of emotional 
and cognitive engagement with behavior, class-
room mastery goal structure is related positively 
to many forms of adaptive behavioral engage-
ment. This is because working to learn the mate-
rial is likely to pay off for students if all can 
experience success, rather than just a few. 
Classrooms that are perceived, on average, as 
having a high (compared to low) mastery goal 
structure tend to have students who expend effort, 
persist with tasks (Wolters,  2004  ) , and use adap-
tive help-seeking strategies such as asking for 
explanations but not answers (Karabenick,  2004  ) . 
They also have the lowest average rates of mal-
adaptive student behaviors, including not asking 
for help when it is needed (Karabenick,  2004 ; 
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Ryan, Gheen, & Midgley,  1998  ) , self-handicapping 
(i.e., purposefully withdrawing effort; Midgley & 
Urdan,  2001 ; Urdan & Midgley,  2003  ) , being 
disruptive (Kaplan, Gheen, & Midgley,  2002  ) , 
procrastinating (Wolters,  2004 ), and cheating 
(Murdock, Hale, & Weber,  2001  ) .    

   Classroom Performance Goal Structure 

 A classroom performance goal structure conveys 
to students that learning is predominantly a 
means of achieving recognition and prestige, and 
it is characterized by relative ability comparisons 
among students. Success is indicated by outper-
forming others or surpassing normative standards 
(Ames,  1992b  ) . An integral characteristic of 
classroom performance goal structure is that 
students are compared to each other, with an 
inherent assumption that this hierarchy is rela-
tively stable and refl ects some aspect of students’ 
ability. That is, it refl ects an entity view of intel-
ligence (Dweck,  2000  ) . 

 A classroom performance goal structure is dif-
ferent from an extrinsic goal structure; the latter 
conveys that the purpose of engaging in academic 
tasks is to gain external incentives; however, the 
success of any one student does not affect the 
success of others (see Urdan,  1997  ) . That is, if 
students are graded on a curve, with grades indi-
cating relative position, a classroom performance 
goal structure is invoked; however, if grades (or 
other incentives) are very salient but do not sig-
nify students’ relative placement, a classroom 
extrinsic goal structure is involved. 

 After the recognition that personal perfor-
mance goal orientations could be separated, theo-
retically and empirically, into approach and 
avoidance dimensions, some researchers have 
made the same distinction with classroom perfor-
mance goal structure (e.g., Karabenick,  2004 ; 
Murayama & Elliot,  2009  ) . That is, they suggest 
that some performance-focused classrooms 
emphasize approach characteristics, such as scoring 
better than others, whereas others emphasize 
avoidance characteristics, such as not doing 
worse than others. However, we do not fi nd this 
distinction to be meaningful in classrooms, like it 

is for individuals’ personal orientations. During 
naturalistic classroom observations, we see teachers 
suggesting, implicitly or explicitly, that students 
who score the highest are “smarter” or more able 
than are those with lower scores; however, we 
have not observed teachers or classrooms pro-
moting either a distinguishable approach or 
avoidance orientation. We think that students in 
performance-focused classrooms evaluate, per-
haps subconsciously, their likelihood of being 
ranked highly. If they view outperforming others 
as realistic, they will likely take an approach ori-
entation, and if they are pessimistic about their 
chances of outscoring others, they will instead 
likely adopt an avoidance orientation. Therefore, 
a general classroom performance goal structure 
may invoke some students taking a performance-
approach orientation and others in the same class-
room being performance-avoid oriented. 

   Associations with Student Engagement 
 Perceiving a classroom performance goal struc-
ture is associated with affective, cognitive, and 
behavioral engagement. In contrast to the mixed 
fi ndings associated with a personal performance-
approach goal orientation, perceiving a class-
room performance goal structure is generally 
associated with students’ beliefs and behaviors 
that are less conducive, and often detrimental, to 
learning and achievement. We review this 
research briefl y next. 

   Emotional Engagement 
 Students’ perceptions that their teacher and class-
room emphasize relative ability comparisons 
(i.e., have a high classroom performance goal 
structure) are related to the adoption of personal 
performance-approach and/or performance-avoid 
goals (Wolters,  2004  ) . A pervasive focus on how 
students “stack up” against each other can pro-
voke students to focus on the outcomes of their 
efforts, rather than the process of learning. This 
state of affairs is not comfortable for many stu-
dents, not just those near the bottom of the 
achievement continuum, and therefore students 
tend to experience negative affect and motiva-
tional beliefs in these types of classrooms. 
Students in classrooms with a strong performance 
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goal structure tend to express more negative affect 
about school (Ames & Archer,  1988 ; Anderman, 
 1999 ; Kaplan & Midgley,  1999  ) , and less sense 
of belonging at school (Anderman & Anderman, 
 1999  ) , compared to those in classrooms with low 
perceived performance goal structure. Similarly, 
students view teachers of performance-focused 
classrooms as less fair (Murdock, Miller, & 
Kohlhardt,  2004  )  and more to blame for student 
dishonesty (Murdock, Miller, & Goetzinger, 
 2007  ) , compared to teachers of mastery-focused 
classrooms. Students’ intrinsic motivation and 
academic self-concepts are related inversely to 
classroom performance goal structure (Ames & 
Archer,  1988 ; Murayama & Elliot,  2009  ) . There 
is also greater use of maladaptive coping strate-
gies after failure, such as denial or projecting 
blame onto other people or events (Kaplan & 
Midgley,  1999 ) or attributing failures to one’s 
own lack of ability (Ames & Archer,  1988 ).  

   Cognitive Engagement 
 There is some evidence indicating that perceiv-
ing a classroom as being focused on ability diffe-
rences is related to lower academic achievement. 
Anderman and Midgley  (  1997  )  examined the 
relations between perceptions of classroom per-
formance goal structures and end-of-year grades 
both before and after the transition from elemen-
tary school into middle school. Results in both 
English and math classes indicated that when stu-
dents perceived a classroom performance goal 
structure, their end-of-year grades after the tran-
sition were lower in both subjects than they had 
been a year previously. This is related in part to 
the fact that grading practices often become more 
focused on relative ability of students after the 
middle school transition (Eccles & Midgley, 
 1989 ; Midgley, Anderman, & Hicks,  1995  ) . 
Similar patterns of relations between perceptions 
of classroom performance goal structures and 
achievement have been reported in other studies 
as well (e.g., Anderman & Anderman,  1999  ) .  

   Behavioral Engagement 
 When classrooms are perceived as emphasizing a 
hierarchy of ability and students’ relative position 
within that hierarchy, students are likely to report 
engaging in behaviors that are not conducive, and 

often detrimental, to learning. With an emphasis 
on outcomes but not process, students may feel 
encouraged to disregard  how  they come to out-
score others and be concerned only that they  do . 
Consistent with this, cheating is most prevalent in 
classrooms with a high performance goal struc-
ture (Anderman, Griesinger, & Westerfi eld,  1998 ; 
Murdock et al.,  2004  ) . In performance-structured 
classrooms, students who are not successful at a 
task immediately may be unlikely to continue 
trying, given both that a hierarchy of ability tends 
to invoke an entity view of ability, and high effort 
without success is suggestive of low ability. As 
posited, classroom performance goal structure is 
related inversely to students’ task persistence 
(Wolters,  2004  ) . 

 Furthermore, in classrooms with a perfor-
mance goal structure, students who are pessimis-
tic about their chances of placing near the top of 
the hierarchy may fi nd ways to avoid engaging in 
schoolwork and therefore protect their self-worth 
by not providing evidence that their ability is 
lower than their classmates’. Again, research 
supports this premise. Classrooms perceived, on 
average, as being highly performance-focused 
tend to have the highest rates of students not 
seeking help when they need it (Ryan et al., 
 1998  ) , procrastinating (Wolters,  2004  ) , self- 
handicapping (Midgley & Urdan,  2001 ; Urdan, 
 2004 ; Urdan, Midgley, & Anderman,  1998  ) , and 
being disruptive (Kaplan et al.,  2002 ; Ryan & 
Patrick,  2001  ) . 

 Findings of associations between classroom 
performance goal structures and student achieve-
ment have been mixed across studies. For exam-
ple, classroom performance goal structure has 
been related inversely to test scores (Nolen, 
 2003  ) , but not related to grades (Wolters,  2004  ) . 
Researchers have long noted, however, that the 
different ways that achievement is measured, 
including differences among teachers in how 
grades are assigned and differences between 
standardized assessments and teacher-assigned 
grades, make for diffi culties with conducting 
research on these relations. In addition, grade-
level differences in assessment procedures (e.g., 
developmental differences in grading practices 
across elementary and high school settings) com-
pound these diffi culties.    
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   Teacher Practices Associated 
with Classroom Goal Structures 

   Classroom Mastery Goal Structure 
 Because a classroom mastery goal structure repre-
sents a particularly adaptive learning environment, 
goal theorists recommend that teachers create 
mastery goal–focused classrooms (e.g., Midgley, 
 1993  ) . To this end, researchers have identifi ed 
teacher practices associated with a classroom 
mastery goal structure. Importantly, classroom 
mastery goal structure is established by a coherent 
 set of practices  that together communicate a con-
sistent perspective toward learning and task engage-
ment; isolated practices are generally not suffi cient 
to infl uence students’ overall meaning systems. 

 The holistic approach to creating a mastery 
goal–structured classroom was fi rst represented 
by Ames’  (  1990,   1992a  )  conceptual framework, 
where she organized teaching principles and 
strategies associated with a classroom mastery 
goal structure into six categories. This framework, 
represented by the acronym TARGET (see 
Epstein,  1983  ) , is comprised of the academic task, 
authority, recognition, grouping, evaluation, and 
time. Specifi cally,  tasks  should be meaningful, 
challenging, and interesting, and there should be a 
range of task options available so that ability dif-
ferences are not accentuated. The teacher should 
share  authority  and responsibility for rules and 
decisions with the students.  Recognition  should 
be available to all students, should involve prog-
ress or effort, and there should be few opportuni-
ties for social comparison among students. 
 Grouping  should be fl exible and heterogeneous, 
and students should not be grouped by ability. 
 Evaluation  should be criterion-referenced, not 
made public, and grades and test scores should be 
interpreted in terms of improvement and effort. 
And, fi nally, there should be fl exible use of  time  in 
the classroom and opportunities for student self-
pacing. As mentioned, Ames was clear that prac-
tices within all six categories must be integrated 
in order for a classroom mastery goal structure to 
be evident (see also Maehr & Anderman,  1993  ) . 

 Support for the relevance and utility of 
TARGET has come from multimethod studies, 
whereby survey measures were triangulated with 
classroom observations or students’ responses to 

open-ended questions (Meece,  1991 ; Patrick & 
Ryan,  2008 ; Patrick et al.,  2001  ) . However, two 
other facets of classrooms associated with mas-
tery goal structure have also been identifi ed: 
social relationships and pedagogical practices. 

 A sizable body of research has documented the 
importance of social relationship features for per-
ceptions of classroom mastery goal structure. 
Teachers in high mastery-focused classrooms 
appear to promote a more interpersonally positive 
climate and engage in more motivationally sup-
portive interactions (e.g., encouraging and sup-
porting students’ persistence, using humor, 
showing enthusiasm) compared to teachers in low 
mastery-focused classrooms (Patrick et al.,  2001, 
  2003 ; Turner et al.,  2002  ) . Teacher support (for 
students’ learning and for students as people), 
mutual respect, positive affect, and teacher enthu-
siasm are salient in high, but not low, mastery-
focused classrooms (Miller & Murdock,  2007 ; 
Patrick et al.,  2001,   2003 ; Turner et al.,  2002  ) . 
Those fi ndings have led to the revised acronym 
TARGETS. That is, for classroom mastery goal 
structure, in addition to features of the other six cat-
egories,  social relationships  should be respectful, 
supportive of students both socioemotionally and 
academically, and convey positive affect about 
both students and the content to be learned. 

 There is also evidence that teachers’ pedagog-
ical approaches comprise another category of 
practices associated with a classroom mastery 
goal structure (e.g., Murdock et al.,  2004 ; Patrick 
& Ryan,  2008  ) . For example, students report that 
the extent to which teachers make efforts to 
explain the material to them, help them under-
stand, and use a variety of approaches as neces-
sary infl uences their views of the classroom’s 
mastery goal structure (Patrick & Ryan,  2008 ). 
Observational studies support this fi nding. High, 
but not low, mastery-focused teachers use active 
instructional approaches and adapt instruction to 
their students’ developmental levels (Meece, 
 1991  )  and engage in academic press (Anderman, 
Andrzejewski, & Allen,  2011  ) . They also provide 
supportive instructional discourse, or scaffold-
ing, comprised of negotiating with students what 
academic tasks involve and transferring responsi-
bility for tasks to students in accordance with 
their capabilities (Turner et al.,  2002  ) .  
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   Classroom Performance Goal Structure 
 There has been less interest in identifying teacher 
practices associated with classroom performance 
goal structure than with classroom mastery goal 
structure. One reason is the possibility that the 
crucial element of learning environments is a 
high classroom mastery goal structure, regardless 
of the extent of classroom performance goal 
structure (Midgley,  2002 ; Midgley et al.,  2001  ) . 
Nevertheless, it may be valuable to identify prac-
tices associated with classroom performance goal 
structure, given its associations with negative 
indicators of students’ engagement; to decrease 
the prevalence of practices that contribute to per-
ceptions of a performance focus, it is necessary 
to know the specifi c practices involved. In addi-
tion, classroom mastery and performance goal 
structures can be perceived simultaneously within 
the same classroom (Midgley,  2002 ). For example, 
a science teacher can emphasize the importance 
of effort and persistence in order to understand 
and master a principle (mastery), but the same 
teacher can also simultaneously emphasize grades 
and relative ability (performance). 

 From classroom observation studies, it appears 
that teachers perceived as having a high perfor-
mance focus emphasize formal assessments, grades, 
and students’ relative performance to a substantially 
greater extent than do low performance-focused 
teachers (Patrick et al.,  2001  ) . That information, 
however, is considerably less than what is known 
about the aforementioned practices related to class-
room mastery goal structure. This relative paucity 
of information is consistent with the argument 
that a focus on external incentives (i.e., classroom 
extrinsic goal structure) is more prevalent and 
salient to students than are messages about relative 
performance or ability (Brophy,  2005  ) . Perhaps, 
ubiquitous societal messages about outscoring 
 others do more to promote students’ performance 
goal orientation than do more proximal teacher 
classroom practices.   

   Summary 

 Students’ perceptions of classroom goal struc-
tures are related to valued motivational outcomes. 
Perceptions of a classroom mastery goal structure 

are generally related to benefi cial outcomes, 
whereas perceptions of a classroom performance 
goal structure are related to a mixed array of out-
comes. In terms of the relations of classroom goal 
structures to engagement, the goal structure that 
is perceived in the classroom is related to the 
quality of engagement evidenced by the student. 
As we have reviewed, perceptions of classroom 
mastery and performance goal structures are 
related to cognitive, emotional, and behavioral 
engagement in different ways. The fact that class-
room goal structures are related to the types of 
instructional practices used by teachers in class-
rooms suggests that changes in instructional prac-
tices may yield benefi ts for student engagement.   

   Conclusion 

 In this chapter, we have reviewed the relations 
between personal achievement goals, classroom 
goal structures, and academic engagement. 
Whereas motivation researchers who study 
achievement goals and researchers who study 
academic engagement operationalize and discuss 
constructs in different ways, there is substantial 
and important overlap. Future research that draws 
upon both achievement goal theory and research 
on student engagement will be fruitful, particularly 
in terms of developing interventions designed to 
more fully engage students with academic tasks. 

 We briefl y reviewed the history of the devel-
opment of achievement goal theory, and we noted 
that the measurement of achievement goal con-
structs has changed in subtle yet important ways 
over the past three decades (for more comprehen-
sive reviews, see Elliot,  2005 , and Maehr & 
Zusho,  2009  ) . We then examined the relations of 
personal goal orientations to a variety of educa-
tional outcomes, including achievement, strategy 
usage, and affect. We noted in particular that the 
relations between personal goal orientations and 
achievement are complex. Finally, we reviewed 
research on classroom goal structures. We noted 
in particular that facets of classroom contexts that 
are controlled by teachers (i.e., instructional prac-
tices) affect students’ perceptions of classroom 
goal structures, which in turn affect the types of 
personal goal orientations that students adopt. 
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 Throughout this chapter, we have noted that the 
two main classes of achievement goals (mastery 
and performance) are related to engagement in 
different ways. Engagement researchers typically 
discuss three distinct forms of engagement (behav-
ioral, emotional, and cognitive) (Fredricks et al., 
 2004  ) . Although these three forms of academic 
engagement differ, all forms of engagement focus 
on students’ involvement with academic tasks 
(either behaviorally, emotionally, or cognitively). 

 Goal orientation theorists also are concerned 
with students’ involvement with academic tasks. 
When students pursue mastery goals, the stu-
dents’ goal is to truly learn or “master” the task. 
Goal orientations can be adopted by students for 
many types of learning, including specifi c activi-
ties (e.g., a particular science lab experiment), 
more general academic tasks (e.g., book reports), 
or subject domains (e.g., mathematics) (   Anderman 
& Anderman,  2010 ; Anderman & Wolters,  2006  ) . 
From an engagement perspective, students who 
hold mastery goals are likely to be more cogni-
tively, emotionally, and behaviorally engaged 
with tasks because the overarching “goal” is task 
mastery. In contrast, when students pursue vari-
ous types of performance goals, the goal is to 
demonstrate one’s ability at the task, or, in the 
case of avoidance coals, to avoid appearing 
incompetent at the task. When students hold such 
goals, their engagement may not be as deep as 
with mastery goals; rather, students may engage 
with the task at more of a surface level in order to 
merely demonstrate ability. 

 For example, a student who holds an avoid-
ance goal may avoid extensive cognitive engage-
ment with a task (i.e., spend little time on the 
actual task), in order to preserve the appearance 
of competence. Specifi cally, the student might 
perceive that spending a great deal of time 
engaged with a task would make the student “look 
dumb” to his or her classmates; therefore, although 
extensive cognitive engagement might be benefi -
cial to the student, such engagement may be 
avoided in order to preserve appearances. 

 Future research examining more specifi cally 
the relations between the various forms of engage-
ment and goal orientations will be important. 
In particular, research that examines students’ 

goals and engagement while students are partici-
pating in actual academic tasks may be particu-
larly fruitful. Studies that utilize the experience 
sampling method (e.g., Shernoff,  2010  ) , where 
students report on their motivation and engage-
ment during actual task participation, may be 
especially useful. In addition, it will be particu-
larly important to address developmental shifts in 
motivation and engagement. Given that much 
research indicates that goal orientations and class-
room goal structures change as students move 
from elementary schools into middle schools (e.g., 
Anderman & Midgley,  1997  ) , it will be important 
to examine changes in the relations between goals 
and engagement across developmental shifts. 

 In summary, both achievement goal orienta-
tion researchers and engagement researchers can 
benefi t greatly from collaborative efforts. 
Although achievement goal researchers and 
engagement researchers use different terminolo-
gies and constructs, we all are concerned with 
students’ involvement with academic tasks. As 
these two lines of research continue to develop, a 
convergence and sharing of ideas should lead to 
richer interventions for students and more effec-
tive training for teachers.      
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  Abstract 

 This chapter provides a framework for understanding the integral role of 
school identifi cation in shaping students’ social and learning behavior. In 
the fi rst part of this chapter, the components of identifi cation (belonging 
and valuing) are described from a theoretical perspective. Next, the devel-
opment of identifi cation in students is described, and contextual factors 
that affect the development of identifi cation are highlighted. These con-
textual factors are: association with similar others, feelings of safety, being 
treated fairly, and teacher supportiveness. A model is forwarded that relates 
identifi cation to student behavior and learning. Finally, behavioral corre-
lates of school identifi cation that explain the direct and indirect relation-
ships of identifi cation with students’ academic success are presented. 
Three assumptions underlie the position taken in this chapter. First, iden-
tifi cation with school is “affective”; that is, it involves emotion more than 
cognition, and it is comprised of a particular set of attitudes toward school 
and school work. Second, these attitudes shape student behavior and vice 
versa. Third, identifi cation with school develops over time so that its pre-
cursors may be seen in the early grades.    

        It comes as no surprise that positive behavior is 
associated with positive attitudes. This relation-
ship is particularly important in the context of 
school or employment where productive behavior 
is a consequence of maintaining positive attitudes 
toward the institution. In school, positive attitudes 

may be expressed in many forms such as liking, 
acceptance, attachment, valuing, and perceived 
supportiveness. Taken together, these attitudes 
may result in the development of a bond or sense 
of identifi cation with the institution and positive 
outcomes are likely to follow. On the other hand, 
students who fail to develop a positive emotional 
bond with school are likely to disengage, exhibit 
dysfunctional behavior, and withdraw from 
school (Finn,  1989 ; Hawkins, Catalano, & Miller, 
 1992 ; Maddox & Prinz,  2003 ; Rumberger & Lim, 
 2008 ; Voelkl & Frone,  2000,   2004  ) . 

    K.  E.   Voelkl ,  Ph.D.      (*)
     Department of Adolescence Education , 
 Canisius College ,   Buffalo ,  NY   14208, USA    
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 This chapter provides a framework for under-
standing the integral role of school identifi cation 
in shaping students’ social and learning behavior. 
In the fi rst part of this chapter, the components of 
identifi cation are described from a theoretical 
perspective. Next, the development of identifi ca-
tion in students is described, and contextual fac-
tors that affect the development of identifi cation 
are highlighted. A model is forwarded that relates 
identifi cation to student behavior and learning. 
Finally, empirical data that support the model are 
summarized: behavioral correlates of school 
identifi cation that explain the direct and indirect 
relationships of identifi cation with students’ aca-
demic success are presented. 

 Three assumptions underlie the position taken 
in this chapter. First, identifi cation with school is 
“affective”; that is, it involves emotion more than 
cognition, and is comprised of a particular set of 
attitudes toward school and school work. Second, 
these attitudes, like attitudes generally, help shape 
student behavior and vice versa. Third, identifi ca-
tion with school develops over time so that only 
its precursors may be seen in the early grades. 
Identifi cation is not internalized in early grades, 
but becomes established over time under appro-
priate conditions. Empirical evidence for the sec-
ond and third assumptions is summarized in the 
sections that follow.  

   Identifi cation as a Form 
of Engagement 

 Nearly two decades ago, Finn  (  1989  )  proposed 
one of the earliest models of student engagement. 
The participation-identifi cation model was an 
attempt to explain how the interplay of school 
attitudes and behaviors affects the likelihood of 
academic success. In this two-component model, 
participation referred to behaviors that engage 
students in learning activities and keep students 
on-task. Identifi cation referred to students’ atti-
tudes about school, in particular, feelings of 
belongingness and valuing. Belongingness was 
students’ sense of being a part of the school envi-
ronment and that school is an important part of 
their own experience. Valuing was the extent to 

which students value success in school-relevant 
goals. According to the model, dropping out of 
school is a developmental process that ensues 
when students fail to participate in school or class-
room activities and fail to identify with school. 

 More contemporary views of engagement 
have broadened the model to include additional 
dimensions and terms, for example, academic 
engagement (Appleton, Christenson, Kim, & 
Reschly,  2006 ; Johnson, Crosnoe, & Elder,  2001  ) , 
social or conduct engagement (Hughes, Luo, 
Kwok, & Loyd,  2008 ; Pannozzo, Finn, & Boyd-
Zaharias,  2004  ) , cognitive engagement (Appleton 
et al.,  2006 ; Fredricks, Blumenfeld, & Paris, 
 2004 ; Greene, Miller, Crowson, Duke, & Akey, 
 2004  ) , affective engagement (Jimerson, Campos, 
& Greif,  2003  ) , psychological engagement 
(Appleton et al.,  2006 ; Christenson et al.,  2008 ; 
Rumberger & Lim,  2008  ) , and emotional engage-
ment (Connell, Spencer, & Aber,  1994 ; Fredricks 
et al.,  2004 ; Ladd & Dinella,  2009  ) . The fi rst 
three terms correspond to the behavioral compo-
nent in the participation-identifi cation model, 
that is, behaviors related directly to the learning 
process and to classroom behavior, and cognitive 
efforts beyond a minimal investment in learning. 

 The remaining terms describe affect, that is, 
attitudes and emotions associated with school and 
school work. Educators agree that affective 
engagement in school is important, but research 
has not clarifi ed its exact role in the learning pro-
cess. This chapter focuses on affective engage-
ment, showing how affect develops over time as a 
result of many interactions and experiences includ-
ing academic performance. Further, affect predicts 
academic achievement because of its impact on 
school and classroom behavior (i.e., behavioral 
engagement) which, in turn, affects learning. 

 In this chapter, identifi cation is viewed as an 
intrinsic form of achievement motivation that 
encourages students to engage in appropriate 
learning behaviors. Achievement motivation is a 
“general desire or disposition to succeed in aca-
demic work and in the more specifi c tasks of 
school” (Newmann, Wehlage, & Lamborn,  1992 , 
p. 13). Motivated students exert effort and persist 
on academic tasks. Affectively, they enjoy and are 
eager to approach learning tasks, are optimistic 
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about the chances of success, and take pleasure in 
their academic work. Beyond the extrinsic rein-
forcements provided by teachers and parents, stu-
dents are motivated by internal factors, in 
particular, individual needs, values, and goals 
(for a comprehensive review, see Stipek,  2004  ) . 
Internalized achievement values arise from pre-
cepts conveyed by parents and teachers that 
achievement is valued. Over time, most students 
internalize these values and make them their own. 
Identifi cation with school is regarded as intrinsic 
motivation, that is, an internal desire to achieve, 
develop competencies, and take pleasure in aca-
demic success. When internal motivation is weak, 
students are less likely to engage in learning and 
have successful school experiences.  

   The Components of Identifi cation 

 The framework for studying identifi cation as an 
affective form of student engagement is rooted in 
psychological theories of human needs (Maslow, 
 1968  )  and in theory that explains individuals’ 
need to experience a sense of community 
(McMillan,  1996 ; McMillan & Chavis,  1986  ) . 
Sense of community is a “feeling that members 
have of belonging, a feeling that members matter 
to one another and to the group, and a shared 
faith that members’ needs will be met through 
their commitment to be together” (McMillan & 
Chavis,  1986 , p. 9). Individuals also share a need 
to feel their actions are worthwhile and to have a 
sense of competence and positive self-regard. 

 Both needs are refl ected in the components of 
identifi cation in Finn’s  (  1989  )  model, that is, 
belonging and valuing. Both components derive 
from basic human needs, and both can motivate 
productive learning behavior. The lion’s share of 
research to date has focused on sense of belong-
ing and closely allied concepts including psycho-
logical investment (Newmann et al.,  1992  ) , 
relatedness (Connell & Wellborn,  1991  ) , school 
membership (Goodenow,  1993  ) , school connect-
edness (Libbey,  2004 ; Whitlock,  2006  ) , and 
school attachment (Mouton & Hawkins,  1996  ) , 
among other terms. Jimerson et al.  (  2003  )  
 discussed similarities and differences among 

the terms as suggested by the actual measures 
used in research studies. This component rests on 
classic psychological theory asserting that indi-
viduals have a fundamental need to belong to 
groups and institutions (Baumeister & Leary, 
 1995 ; Maslow,  1968  ) . Outside the home, school 
and the work place are the most salient institu-
tions for most youth. 

 Humans also have a need to feel that their 
actions are worthwhile, that is, of value. This 
assumption too is based in classical psychologi-
cal theories asserting that individuals have a need 
for feelings of competence (Bandura,  1977 ; 
Connell & Wellborn,  1991 ; Deci & Ryan,  2000  )  
and self-esteem based on competence (Maslow, 
 1968  ) . Both of these needs rest on the assumption 
that the arena in which a person is competent is 
important—of value—to the individual or to 
other people. Valuing can be experienced as a 
personal sense of fulfi llment (“It gives me plea-
sure” or “I get praise for doing this”) or in practi-
cal terms as a means to an end, that is, goal 
attainment. The reason behind the value, how-
ever, is less important for identifi cation than the 
value attribution itself. A person may pursue an 
activity because of its perceived importance or 
rationalize that an activity at which she/he is 
competent is of value, but in either case, it is 
accompanied by a sense of fulfi llment or being 
worthwhile. 

   The Need to Belong 

 Belongingness has been defi ned as “feelings that 
one is a signifi cant member of the school com-
munity, is accepted and respected in school, has a 
sense of inclusion in school, and includes school 
as part of one’s self-defi nition” (Voelkl,  1996 , 
p. 762). The bidirectional nature of belonging-
ness is described by Whitlock  (  2006  )  as “[belong-
ingness] is conceptualized as something not 
merely received (e.g., ‘To what extent do you feel 
cared for?’) but reciprocated as well (e.g., ‘To 
what extent do you care about your school?’)” 
(p. 15). Several attempts have been made to 
compare the terms that have been used in place 
of or in addition to belongingness (Jimerson 
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et al.,  2003 ; Libbey,  2004 ; O’Farrell & Morrison, 
 2003  ) . By and large, these analyses conclude that 
behind the multiple defi nitions, there are multiple 
similar constructs, each arising from a particular 
measurement instrument. There is little point in 
reiterating these analyses here; they are complex 
and tend to change as new terms enter the fi eld. 
Instead, this chapter discusses only studies that 
match the defi nitions of belonging and/or valuing 
as used here. It was discovered, however, that most 
measures of belongingness yield similar correla-
tions with other educational variables (Goodenow, 
 1993 ; McNeely, Nonnemaker, & Blum,  2002 ; 
Rumberger & Lim,  2008 ; Voelkl,  1997  ) . 

 The importance of a sense of belonging can be 
traced back at least to the classic work of Maslow 
 (  1968  )  who proposed a hierarchy of innate human 
needs: physiological (e.g., food, shelter), safety 
(e.g., security, peace), love (e.g., relationships, 
bonds with others), esteem (e.g., effi cacy, mas-
tery), knowledge (e.g., understanding), esthetic 
(e.g., order, beauty), and self-actualization (e.g., 
avocation). The fi rst four levels were classifi ed as 
“defi ciency needs,” deemed essential for physi-
cal and psychological well-being. 

 Maslow’s assertion about the importance of 
nutrition, safety, and emotional bonds has impli-
cations for student success. Recognizing that stu-
dents who are hungry tend to perform poorly, the 
US Department of Agriculture provides lunch 
subsidies for student from low-income homes 
(Institute of Medicine,  2010  ) . Similarly, federal 
initiatives such as the Safe and Drug-Free Schools 
Act of 1990, the Gun-Free School Zones Act of 
1990, and the widespread implementation of 
zero-tolerance policies demonstrate the recent 
emphasis placed on the health and safety of stu-
dents in public schools (Cornell & Mayer,  2010  ) . 

 As with food and safety, the need to feel that 
one is part of a group or institution also shapes 
behavior. In their extensive review of belonging-
ness, Baumeister and Leary  (  1995  )  summarized 
evidence that humans are naturally driven toward 
establishing and sustaining bonds with others. To 
satisfy this drive, there is a need for frequent, pos-
itive personal interactions in the context of long-
term, caring relationships. They also provide 
evidence that the deprivation of belongingness is 

associated with a broad range of psychological, 
behavioral, and health problems (Deci, Vallerand, 
Pelletier, & Ryan,  1991 ; Newmann,  1981 ; Ryan, 
 1995  ) . 

 These ideas have been used to explain motiva-
tion and behavior in the work place and in school. 
For several decades, management researchers 
have studied job involvement of employees, that 
is, “the degree to which a person is identifi ed psy-
chologically with his work” (Rabinowitz & Hall, 
 1977 , p. 266). Identifi cation was indicated by the 
extent to which success or failure on the job 
affects an individual’s self-esteem. Indeed, suc-
cesses and failures can affect a fundamental trait 
like self-esteem only in individuals who feel that 
the work place is an important part of their own 
self-defi nition (i.e., belongingness). The phrases 
“work engagement” and “job embeddedness” 
have also been used in place of job involvement, 
although some researchers have explained that 
there are subtle differences among the terms (e.g., 
Halbesleben & Wheeler,  2008 ; Kanungo,  1982 ; 
Saleh & Hosek,  1976 ; Simpson,  2009  ) . 

 Despite the use of different terms, empirical 
research in the workplace has supported two 
common principles. First, sense of belonging is 
impacted by structural and interpersonal features 
of the work place such as management style, 
workplace safety, and autonomy (Harter, Schmidt, 
& Keyes,  2003 ; Kahn,  1990 ; Lawler & Hall, 
 1970  ) . Second, sense of belonging is associated 
with employee job performance, satisfaction, and 
intention to stay or leave (Kanungo,  1979 ; 
Simpson,  2009  ) . 

 These conclusions apply to students and 
schools as well, where sense of belonging has 
been viewed in terms of “school community.” 
A community is both a territorial or geographic 
unit (a “place”) and a set of human relationships 
(McMillan & Chavis,  1986 ; Osterman,  2000  ) . 
According to McMillan and Chavis, community 
membership serves four major purposes for the 
individual, “shared emotional connection,” 
“infl uence,” “integration and fulfi llment of 
needs,” and “membership,” the feeling of belong-
ing. “[I]n a community, the members feel that the 
group is important to them and that they are 
important to the group” (Osterman,  2000 , p. 324). 
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Likewise, this two-part description is the basis of 
Voelkl’s  (  1996  )  defi nition of belongingness. 

 Outside the home, youth spend large amounts 
of time at school and in classes—from an early 
age onward. They establish relationships with 
fellow students and teachers and, for those who 
succeed, experience the achievements and 
rewards that ensue. These experiences promote a 
sense of connectedness or belonging with the 
institution itself, that is, “the place” (McMillan & 
Chavis,  1986 ; Sarason, Pierce, & Sarason,  1990  ) . 
School is where students come to be with their 
friends, to participate in organized academic and 
social group activities, and receive encourage-
ments or discouragements for their successes and 
failures. Building on McMillan and Chavis’s 
concept of four functions of communities, 
researchers have proposed that sense of belonging 
is enhanced in schools where students are active 
and frequent participants in the learning process, 
where students develop feelings of academic and 
social competence, and where students’ needs for 
autonomy, for engaging in challenging activities, 
and for a social comfort zone are met (Bateman, 
 2002  ) . 

 The need for belongingness, then, can be ful-
fi lled by the school community. In turn, through its 
impact on motivation and behavior, students’ feel-
ings of belonging can facilitate academic persis-
tence and performance. According to classic 
sociological theory, the school serves a normative 
function, encouraging and reinforcing behavior 
like that of others in the same setting (Elliott & 
Voss,  1974 ; Hirschi,  2005 ; Polk & Halferty,  1972 ; 
Seeman,  1975  ) . Social control theory proposes that 
bonds to institutions are accompanied by sensitivity 
to the opinions and behaviors of others and a 
tendency to emulate those opinions and behaviors. 
When the behaviors of others are positive and goal-
oriented, belongingness provides incentive for stu-
dents to work hard for the same goals, that is, 
grades and continuing progress. When the bond 
fails to develop or is broken, individuals may reject 
the legitimacy of the institution and perceive it as 
unfair and alienating. In an often-cited study of 
these principles, Hirschi documented a causal chain 
of events from poor school performance to weak-
ened bonds with school to juvenile delinquency. 

 The connections between students’ sense of 
community and behavioral engagement have 
been confi rmed in a number of empirical studies 
(Furrer & Skinner,  2003 ; Royal & Rossi,  1996  )  
and are reviewed in the fi nal section of this chap-
ter. Education researchers have also proposed 
that a sense of membership in home and school 
settings serves a protective function that offsets 
the negative effects of social handicaps (e.g., 
poverty or a language other than English being 
spoken at home) (Connell et al.,  1994 ; Finn & 
Rock,  1997 ; Maddox & Prinz,  2003 ; Marcus & 
Sanders-Reio,  2001 ; Resnick, Harris, & Shew, 
 1997  ) . Using home interview data from the 
National Longitudinal Study of Adolescent 
Health, Resnick et al.  (  1997  )  found that parent-
family connectedness and school connectedness 
reduced the likelihood of a host of health risk fac-
tors among 7th through 12th graders including 
emotional distress and suicidality, drug and alco-
hol use, sexual activity, and violence. School 
connectedness was associated (negatively) with 
adolescent emotional distress and suicidality. 
Connell and colleagues forwarded a model of 
contextual and personal factors, including attach-
ment to peers in school and emotional engage-
ment in school on outcomes including attendance, 
grades, and disciplinary measures. Three studies 
of 10–16-year-old African-American adolescents 
were conducted to test these models. Although 
specifi c relationships differed among the studies, 
they all showed that combinations of personal 
connectedness and emotional engagement were 
associated with positive education outcomes 
despite that many of the participants were from 
low-income homes. 

 When the need for belonging is not satisfi ed, 
diminished motivation, impaired development, 
and alienation may follow (Connell & Wellborn, 
 1991 ; Furrer & Skinner,  2003 ; see Juvonen, 
 2006  ) . Sense of belonging may fail to develop as 
a student matures or be attenuated by experiences 
encountered in school, for example, unfair or 
disproportionate discipline or close association 
with peers who decide to leave school. The edu-
cational harm that students can suffer in these 
situations include emotional and behavioral with-
drawal and dropping out.  
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   The Need for Personal 
and Practical Value 

 Valuing is feeling that school and school outcomes 
have personal importance and/or practical impor-
tance, that is, that they are worthwhile (Anderman 
& Wolters,  2006 ; Eccles et al.,  1983 ; Schiefele, 
 1999 ; Wigfi eld & Eccles,  1992  ) . Personal impor-
tance can evolve from an internal sense of fulfi ll-
ment (e.g., interest, enjoyment, satisfaction from 
completing school tasks) or external sources 
(e.g., satisfactory grades, encour agement from 
teachers or parents). Practical importance is the 
recognition that school experiences have utility 
in attaining future goals (e.g., a high school 
diploma, a particular job, or access to postsec-
ondary schooling). 

 Theory and empirical research support that 
students are most likely to be engaged, to expend 
more effort in the classroom, and to persist in 
learning tasks when they place high value on 
schoolwork (Eccles,  2008 ; Pintrich & De Groot, 
 1990  ) . To the extent that values have been inter-
nalized by a student, they are an intrinsic motiva-
tor of behavior and engagement (Deci & Ryan, 
 1985 ; Deci et al.,  1991  ) . Indeed, one of the earli-
est theories of achievement motivation proposed 
that one’s tendency to approach success (or avoid 
failure) is partially a function of the internalized 
incentive value of success or failure (Atkinson, 
 1964  ) . More contemporary models show that 
achievement-related behaviors are related to the 
value of a task, which is a function of the per-
ceived qualities of the task and the person’s needs, 
goals, and self-perception (Eccles et al.,  1983  ) . 

 Research on values as motivators recognizes 
the distinction of personal and practical values of 
school. According to the expectancy-value model 
of achievement forwarded by Eccles et al.  (  1983  ) , 
“subjective task value” is based on perceptions of 
the task to be performed, namely, its attainment 
value, intrinsic or interest value, and utility value. 
Attainment value is the personal importance of 
doing well on a task. Interest value is the inher-
ent, immediate enjoyment or pleasure derived 
from engaging in the activity, and utility value is 
the importance of the task for current and future 
goals. Students in early elementary grades do not 

reliably distinguish between the three types of 
values, but are able to do so by the fi fth grade 
(Wigfi eld & Eccles,  1992  ) . All three, however, 
can infl uence students’ task choices, persistence, 
and performance. Tests of the model showed that 
students’ perception of the usefulness of a subject 
was related to intentions to enroll in future course 
work, and that task values predicted career 
choices and course plans to enroll in math, phys-
ics, and English (Eccles & Wigfi eld,  2002 ; Eccles 
et al.,  1983  ) . Among middle school students, peer 
group infl uence has been related to intrinsic but 
not utility value. The between-group HLM model 
accounted for 46% of the variance between peer 
groups in average intrinsic value. Students with 
peers who disliked school showed decreased 
enjoyment of school (intrinsic value) over the 
school year compared with students who spent 
time with friends who liked school. However, 
peer group did not infl uence student beliefs about 
the usefulness or importance of school (utility 
value) in their lives (Ryan,  2001  ) . 

 In an attempt to explain the attitude-achieve-
ment disparity for African-American students, 
Mickelson  (  1990  )  distinguished between con-
crete and abstract attitudes. Concrete attitudes 
(practical values) represent the perception of 
one’s probable returns on education from the 
opportunity structure in society. Abstract atti-
tudes represent the dominant ideology of society 
that education will bring opportunity. She found 
that, for African-American students, abstract atti-
tudes were unrelated to GPA, but the more 
students valued schooling as a realistic means 
toward future success (concrete values), the 
higher their performance in school. In addition, 
research by Schiefele  (  1991,   1999  )  showed that 
individual interest or enjoyment of a topic (per-
sonal value) was associated with more meaning-
ful processing of text, use of deep-level learning 
strategies, and perception of skills. His review of 
evidence found that although interest was only 
moderately related to deep-level learning, the 
relations were stronger than the correlation 
between interest and surface-level learning 
(below the .30 level). 

 In sum, research and theory support the idea 
that other forms of engagement, and academic 
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success, are related to beliefs about school activi-
ties being worthwhile. Valuing has both a per-
sonal dimension and a practical dimension; both 
provide intrinsic motivation for student engage-
ment. The personal dimension refl ects a student’s 
feelings that schoolwork is rewarding because 
s/he receives pleasure from doing it. For example, 
a fi rst-grade student values learning to read 
because she fi nds the activity fun and feels pride 
when she demonstrates competence. The practi-
cal dimension refl ects the student’s belief that 
schoolwork is associated with the attainment of 
future goals. For example, a high school student 
values learning new math concepts because she 
believes that math skills are important for 
entrance to college. Following their review of 
research on intrinsic motivation in education, 
Deci et al.  (  1991  )  summarized the combined 
impact of values on behavior as follows: “For 
students to be actively engaged in the educational 
endeavor, they must value learning, achievement, 
and accomplishment even with respect to topics 
and activities they do not fi nd interesting… When 
the value of an activity is internalized, people do 
not necessarily become more interested in the 
activity…but they do become willing to do it 
because of its personal value” (p. 338).   

   Connections Between Attitudes 
and Behavior 

 Social psychologists have long studied the link 
between attitudes and behaviors and have con-
cluded that the relationship is likely to be recipro-
cal. The infl uence of behaviors on attitudes is 
explained in terms of two prominent theories: 
cognitive dissonance theory (Festinger,  1957  )  
and the closely related self-perception theory 
(Bem,  1972  ) . In simple terms, dissonance theory 
postulates that people who become aware they 
have behaved in a manner that confl icts with their 
beliefs tend to form or change their attitudes to be 
consistent with behavior. For example, an 
engaged student who enters a high school with a 
high dropout rate may be infl uenced by peers 
to skip school and eventually stop attending 

 altogether. This student has become disengaged 
from school, and his attitudes are likely to become 
congruent with his behavior. Experimental 
research on the impact of behavior on attitudes 
has shown extensive support for these theories 
(Olson & Stone,  2005  ) . 

 Behavior also shapes attitudes through a 
sequence of events linking the two. A restless stu-
dent or one with short attention span may attract 
the teacher’s attention due to his/her behavior. If 
the teacher reacts to the behavior rather than to 
learning, this may lead to punishment followed 
by resentment and dislike for school on the stu-
dent’s part. A classic example of this was described 
by Bernstein and Rulo  (  1976  )  who explained the 
possible consequences of undiagnosed learning 
problems. If the student is not following the mate-
rial being presented, she/he may exhibit inappro-
priate behavior. The more attention teachers pay 
to the behavior, the further behind the student 
becomes academically, bringing with it frustra-
tion and negative attitudes toward school. 

 It is also commonly acknowledged that behav-
ior is guided by attitudes. The “model of reasoned 
action” (Ajzen & Fishbein,  2005  )  asserts that 
behavior is rational and follows from intentions 
which, in turn, are shaped by attitudes and beliefs. 
Salient beliefs and attitudes include the perceived 
likely consequences of the behavior, and the per-
ceived approval or disapproval of the behavior 
by respected others. Empirical studies support 
the connections among the components of this 
model (Ajzen & Fishbein). 

 Whether or not the assumption of rationality is 
correct, the principle of attitudes shaping behav-
ior is seen in many arenas. The needs that under-
lie students’ identifi cation with school in 
particular—needs for belonging and valuing—
are strong motivators of school and classroom 
behavior and misbehavior (see, e.g., Eccles & 
Wigfi eld,  2002 ; Furrer & Skinner,  2003 ; Pannozzo 
et al.,  2004 ; Royal & Rossi,  1996 ; Voelkl,  1997  ) . 
Students who have positive attitudes about school 
are more engaged in school, and those who do 
not like school are more likely to be disengaged 
or withdraw (Connell & Wellborn,  1991 ; 
Fredricks et al.,  2004  ) .  



200 K.E. Voelkl

   The Development of School 
Identifi cation 

 This section discusses the role of identifi cation as 
a mediator of student behavior. Figure  9.1  is a 
pictorial representation of theory and research on 
the development of identifi cation and the ways in 
which it becomes associated with academic 
achievement. According to this view, students do 
not begin schooling with established feelings of 
school identifi cation. Instead, identifi cation is 
portrayed as having its roots in relatively simple 
attitudes developed in the early grades. Over 
time, early attitudes become crystallized, and the 
need for external motivators is replaced increas-
ingly by the student’s own intrinsic motivation. 
According to Ryan  (  1995  ) , through a process of 
internalization, behaviors that were motivated by 
external requirements become matters of per-
sonal choice instead.  

 In the early years of school, some behaviors 
are required and others are encouraged. Parents 
take students to school, and teachers require them 
to sit in their seats and follow directions, but 

responding to questions and even completing 
assignments (academic engagement) have some 
level of discretion to them. Also, students learn to 
cope with having to wait their turn, working well 
with others, and the teacher-student power struc-
ture (social engagement). All of these behaviors 
are reinforced by extrinsic motivators including 
teacher praise and encouragement, gold stars, 
awards, candy, and stickers. It should be noted, 
however, that the use of rewards for motivating 
learning is controversial (e.g., Cameron & Pierce, 
 1994  ) . Early behaviors are accompanied by basic 
emotional reactions such as liking the teacher, 
having fun with peers, feelings of safety, and 
having pride in a picture drawn or work sheet 
completed. 

 As students progress through the grades, they 
exhibit new forms of academic and social engage-
ment. They take increased initiative and persist in 
completing their school work and establish rela-
tionships with teachers and friendships with 
peers. Peer relationships contribute increasingly 
to the sense of belonging. As behaviors become 
habits and habits continue to be reinforced from 
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teachers and parents or by a personal sense of 
accomplishment, students increase their sense of 
belongingness and the value they attribute to 
school and academic performance. For students 
who establish patterns of consistent classroom 
engagement, external motivators are gradually 
replaced by well-learned behaviors and internal 
motivation. 

 Over time and under appropriate conditions, 
identifi cation with school crystallizes and pro-
vides internal motivation for continued academic, 
social, and cognitive engagement. Because of the 
academic outcomes that follow, the behavior is 
reinforced by grades, praise from parents and 
teachers, recognition from classmates, and also 
by personal pride and sense of ownership of the 
skills acquired. Students form deeper emotional 
bonds with school if they feel accepted by peers, 
respected and supported by teachers, and perceive 
that their accomplishments are recognized. That 
is, continued positive behavior helps solidify stu-
dents’ identifi cation with school (the reverse 
arrow in Fig.  9.1 ). 

 The model portrayed in Fig.  9.1  carries with it 
three assumptions about student development. 
First, identifi cation (or disidentifi cation) with 
school develops over a period of time as the result 
of numerous interactions, achievements, and 
other related experiences. The precursors of iden-
tifi cation (or disidentifi cation) can be seen in ear-
lier grades. In later grades, when motivation 
derives more from internal sources, identifi cation 
with school has a continuing impact on student 
behavior. That is, students do not begin schooling 
with a well-developed sense of identifi cation, but 
early behaviors lead to early affect which, in turn, 
leads to continued or modifi ed behavior rein-
forced by more well-developed identifi cation 
with school. 

 Second, the development of sense of identifi -
cation is mediated by contextual factors (“appro-
priate conditions”), namely, similarity to others 
in a common setting, perceptions of being safe in 
school, fair distribution of discipline and recogni-
tion for accomplishments, and caring teachers 
who provide academic and personal support. All 
of these can be altered, if necessary, to improve 
school outcomes. 

 Third, identifi cation with school is ultimately 
a set of affective responses or attitudes likely to 
have greater impact on other attitudes or on in-
school and out-of-school behaviors than directly 
on academic achievement. To the extent that atti-
tudes impact learning behavior, the development 
of school identifi cation can facilitate academic 
success. On the other hand, the failure to identify 
with school can create insurmountable obstacles 
to high performance. 

 Other developmental models that include 
identifi cation with school or its correlates have 
been proposed. These include a social develop-
ment model used to predict adverse outcomes 
(e.g., antisocial behavior, substance use, delin-
quency) from individuals’ social bonds with other 
individuals (Catalano & Hawkins,  1996  ) , and a 
general model of interpersonal, intrapsychic, and 
behavioral infl uences on educational outcomes 
(Connell et al.,  1994  ) . The reciprocal nature of 
identifi cation and school outcomes was given 
more attention in a longitudinal study of students 
as they progressed from seventh to ninth grade 
(   Kaplan, Peck & Kaplan,  1995  ) . Beginning with 
a large sample of seventh graders attending junior 
high schools in a Houston school district, the 
authors found that negative academic outcomes 
(grades over the previous 7 years) tended to lead 
to perceived rejection by teachers followed by 
association with negative peers who, in turn, con-
tributed to further negative academic experiences 
(grades in junior high school). The study did not 
identify observable processes that could be 
altered by school practices to improve students’ 
academic prognoses.  

   Contextual Factors That Facilitate 
Identifi cation 

 Children spend large amounts of time in school 
where contextual factors play an important role in 
shaping student motivation. Interpersonal relation-
ships in the classroom, among peers and between 
students and teachers, are important elements that 
help individuals meet their basic needs of belong-
ing and valuing. Research has identifi ed four con-
textual conditions that affect the likelihood a 
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student will identify with school: association with 
similar others, feelings of safety, being treated 
fairly, and being supported by teachers. To the 
extent that each condition is absent, the likelihood 
that identifi cation will develop is reduced, along 
with the probability that students will remain 
behaviorally engaged. These conditions can be 
altered by changing classroom and school prac-
tices. But much of the responsibility lies in the 
hands of teachers who are in a unique position to 
impact feelings of safety, fairness, and student 
support. 

   Similar Others 

 It has long been understood that individuals tend 
to form relationships with those similar to them-
selves, whether similarity is based on physical 
characteristics (e.g., age, weight, racial-ethnic 
background), social characteristics (e.g., religious 
origins, attitudes and interests, sexual orienta-
tion), or common characteristics of the setting, 
for example, a common power structure or shared 
goals and activities (Byrne,  1997 ; Pearson, 
Muller, & Wilkinson,  2007 ; Schug, Yuki, 
Horikawa, & Takemura,  2009 ; Ueno,  2009  ) . 

 When youngsters are free to choose among 
peers, research has shown that two mechanisms 
are at work: selection of those similar to oneself 
and the homogenizing infl uence of those who are 
already in one’s proximity. However, the class-
room lacks the element of personal choice. De 
facto, it is populated by students who share many 
characteristics and who are also subject to com-
mon underlying dynamics, which can be charac-
terized as “crowds, praise, and power” (Jackson, 
 1990  ) . Students learn together the implications of 
being one of many, needing to share space and 
time, needing to wait for other students to fi nish 
their work, take their turns, and give their answers. 
Most class activities are based on a system of eval-
uations and rewards for the products students pro-
duce; in general, some will be praised highly and 
others less so, but for responses to the same learning 
tasks. Finally, the classroom is controlled by one 
person, and all students are required to behave in 
accordance with that person’s authority. 

 The same conclusion would be drawn from a 
school-as-community perspective. Many schools 
and classes serve as cohesive groups, that is, 
groups in which members are tied together by 
many shared characteristics—including shared 
values—and have an affi nity for one another as 
well as for the group as a whole (Homans,  1974 ; 
McMillan & Chavis,  1986  ) . Cohesive groups 
tend to exert pressure for individuals to conform 
to group expectations, creating even more simi-
larity among participants. This has been demon-
strated over several decades with activities 
ranging from forming opinions to interpreting 
ambiguous stimuli to completing questionnaires 
(Hogg,  1992 ; Shaw,  1976  ) . From either view, 
similarity among students in a class or school 
tends to “draw students in” and foster their iden-
tifi cation with the institution and its activities 
(Bateman,  2002 ; Royal & Rossi,  1996  ) . 

 The classroom would appear to be an intense 
environment for fostering student identifi cation 
with school. Yet despite the structural similarity 
of the classroom and social pressure toward simi-
larity, many students do not become strongly 
identifi ed with school. Some of this may be attrib-
utable to school practices that create conspicuous 
dissimilarities among students. Retaining a stu-
dent in grade who is then older than most of his/
her classmates may cause emotional distress and 
behavioral or emotional withdrawal (Resnick 
et al.,  1997  ) . Discipline practices that remove 
individual students from the class group are also 
likely to interfere with students’ sense of identifi -
cation. On the other hand, looping, or keeping, 
the same class together for several years can serve 
increase students’ identifi cation with school.  

   Feeling Safe 

 When students do not feel physically safe, feel-
ings of belongingness are less apt to develop, 
while feelings of being safe facilitate the likeli-
hood of identifying with school. This connection 
has been documented empirically. A mixed-
methods study of 350 eighth-, tenth-, and 12th-
grade students in the northeastern United States 
explained school connectedness in terms of a 



2039 School Identifi cation

number of structural and process variables includ-
ing perceived safety (Whitlock,  2006  ) . The cor-
relation of the two scales for the full sample was 
.29 (signifi cant at the .01 level), and in the regres-
sion, the contribution of safety was signifi cant at 
the .05 level independently of a host of other 
variables included in the analysis. 

 Some fairly common circumstances raise con-
cerns about safety, namely, teachers’ lack of con-
trol over students’ behavior, the presence of gangs 
or gang measures in the school, and witnessing or 
being the victim of bullying. Research has con-
nected bullying to identifi cation with school. For 
example, a group of 517 students in sixth through 
eighth grade were administered a questionnaire 
that included a school attachment scale, and 
scales that assessed the student’s attitudes toward 
bullying, whether friends engaged in acts of bul-
lying, and the students own history of bullying 
others (Cunningham,  2007  ) . The correlations 
between attachment and the three bullying scales 
ranged from .25 to .41 and were statistically sig-
nifi cant at the .01 level. Based on the bullying 
scales and additional information, the students 
were classifi ed as “bully,” “victim,” or “neither” 
(a comparison group). The highest mean on 
school attachment was obtained by the compari-
son group, and the lowest mean attachment was 
obtained by the victims; victims had signifi cantly 
lower attachment to school than did bullies or the 
comparison students. 

 A British study of 364 students in years four 
through six of primary school provided self-
reports of being bullied, of their perceived rela-
tionships with the teacher, and of their perceived 
safety in the classroom and on the playground 
(Boulton et al.,  2009  ) . All participants completed 
the questionnaires in small groups with a 
researcher present. The teacher relationship scale 
included several school bonding questions, for 
example, “I can talk to my teacher about any-
thing” and “My teacher makes sure I am OK.” 
The main analysis focused on predicting per-
ceived safety, but the correlations reported 
showed that being bullied was signifi cantly nega-
tively correlated with perceived safety in the 
classroom and playground and also with the qual-
ity of the relationship with the teacher. 

 Given the salience of unsafe environments 
to students, it is no surprise that the fi ndings of 
studies of safety and identifi cation, as well as 
other forms of engagement, are consistently posi-
tive (Bateman,  2002 ; Ripski & Gregory,  2009  ) . 
Any safety-related issue that causes a student 
to be wary and hesitant when going to school 
is likely to reduce the strength of connection 
between students and the institution if not 
between students and their teachers and peers. 
Eccles et al.  (  1993  )  proposed that adolescents, in 
particular, need to feel safe and have a “zone of 
comfort” as they transition to from elementary to 
middle or junior high school. 

 In the classroom, safety may be construed in 
another way, namely, safety from ridicule and 
public criticism. Studies of the perceived sup-
portiveness of teachers sometimes allude to “feel-
ing welcome and safe in the classroom,” but few, 
if any, studies have examined the relationship of 
this form of safety with identifi cation with school 
directly.  

   Fair Treatment 

 Fair treatment is essential to a student’s develop-
ing strong identifi cation with school (Newmann 
et al.,  1992  ) , but inequities can occur in several 
forms. Schools’ discipline practices may be 
unclear, disproportionate to the infraction, or 
administered unevenly across student groups. Or 
students may perceive that teachers are biased 
against them based on personal characteristics 
such as race, ethnicity, gender, appearance, or 
ability. Both of these create barriers to the devel-
opment of a sense of belongingness. 

 Research reports have documented students’ 
perceptions of negative treatment by teachers and 
other school staff based on race (e.g., Irvine, 
 1986 ; Kailin,  1999 ; Thompson,  2002  ) . For exam-
ple, Leitman, Binns, and Unni  (  1995  )  found that 
64% of nonminority students reported encour-
agement by teachers or counselors to take high 
school mathematics and science, compared to 
49% of African-American students. Few, if any, 
studies have documented whether teachers’ actual 
behavior is consistent with the perceptions or the 



204 K.E. Voelkl

impact of the perceptions on student attitudes and 
behavior. Nevertheless, the perceptions them-
selves may stand in the way of students’ feelings 
of belonging in class or in school generally. 
According to Steele  (  1997  ) , African-American 
students experience disidentifi cation from school 
because they must contend with negative stereo-
types about their academic abilities. “Stereotype 
threat” arises for African-American students 
when they are placed in a predicament (e.g., test 
taking) where they may be treated stereotypically 
or face the prospect of conforming to the nega-
tive stereotype (i.e., intellectual inferiority). This 
threat pressures students to disidentify from 
school so as to remove this domain from their 
self-identity and to avoid the risk of confi rming 
the negative stereotype. 

 Discipline policies may be unclear to both 
teachers and students. In a survey of K-12 teach-
ers commissioned by the American Federation of 
Teachers, 11% of teachers reported that their 
schools did not have a clearly stated discipline 
policy, and an additional 50% reported that the 
policy in effect was not enforced consistently 
(American Federation of Teachers,  2008  ) . 
Likewise, a survey of junior high and high school 
teachers found that 27% did not think their 
school’s drug policy was clear to staff, and 25% 
did not think it was enforced fairly (Voelkl & 
Willert,  2006  ) . In terms of students’ views, 31% 
of a national sample of eighth graders reported 
that their school’s discipline was unfair 
(Rumberger,  1995  ) . A recent survey of school 
crime and safety reported that 17% of students 
aged 12–18 felt that school punishment for rule 
breaking was inconsistent (U.S. Department of 
Justice,  2007  ) . And several studies have docu-
mented that many students—both minorities and 
whites—perceive that harsher discipline mea-
sures are administered to minority than to white 
students (Skiba, Peterson, & Williams,  1997 ; 
Wayman,  2002 ; Wehlage & Rutter,  1986  ) . In one 
national study of students in grades six through 
12, 9% of white students regarded school rules as 
unfair compared to 18% of black students (U.S. 
Department of Justice). 

 The discipline practices of school hold a lot of 
potential for alienating students. Unduly harsh 

punishments (e.g., out-of-school suspensions; 
zero-tolerance policies) create rifts between stu-
dents and school and cause students to be absent 
physically and emotionally. Students who per-
ceive that their everyday behavior can result in 
punishment are less likely than their peers to 
identify with school. Indeed, one large-scale 
study of students in grades 7 through 12, using a 
self-report measure of school belonging, docu-
mented that “connectedness is lower in schools 
that expel a student temporarily or permanently 
for infractions more serious than cheating or 
smoking” (McNeely et al.,  2002 , p. 140). This is 
not to say that harsh punishments are not needed, 
but the circumstances under which they are used 
should be reasonable, stated clearly, and adminis-
tered equitably across student groups. Care-based 
disciplinary practices may be more effective in 
maintaining school connectedness than are the 
traditional punishment-based practices (Cassidy, 
 2005 ; McCloud,  2005  ) . 

 If rules and consequences are not stated clearly 
or not disseminated, then teachers “or adminis-
trators” disciplinary actions can be or appear 
inequitable. “[S]tudents may experience school 
staff as lacking in consistency or impartiality” 
(Ripski & Gregory,  2009 , p. 369). With these 
negative perceptions, students are less likely to 
form bonds with teachers that could dampen their 
sense of identifi cation with school in general 
(Pianta,  1999  ) . Using data on sixth- and eighth-
grade students in a province-wide survey in New 
Brunswick, Ma  (  2003  )  used multilevel modeling 
to predict eighth-grade students’ sense of belong-
ing from student and school characteristics 
including students’ perceptions of the disciplin-
ary climate of the school (e.g., rules are clear, 
consistent, and fair). The analysis showed a par-
ticularly large impact of school climate on sense 
of belonging among schools, with an effect size 
of 5.70 with all other student and school variables 
included in the analysis. Although perceptions of 
the disciplinary climate were collected from each 
student, the analysis included the mean climate 
rating for each school. Thus, this effect describes 
differences among schools. The results for vari-
ability among students’ perceptions would have 
differed from this.  
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   A Supportive Class Environment 

 Students need to be in caring, supportive class 
environments to develop and maintain a sense of 
identifi cation with school. This principle has been 
echoed many times over by practitioners and 
researchers alike (Pianta,  1999  ) . Positive rela-
tionships with teachers and peers are necessary to 
create a positive environment, but teachers are 
primary in establishing relationships with stu-
dents, setting the tone in the classroom, providing 
personal and academic support, and encouraging 
positive student-student relationships. From a 
student’s perspective, teachers serve as authority 
fi gures to be respected, provide a feeling of being 
a worthwhile and welcome member of the school 
community, and give reinforcement for personal 
and academic accomplishments. 

 The importance of teachers and peers for iden-
tifi cation has been confi rmed by countless empir-
ical studies. And many of the same teacher 
qualities that impact identifi cation also affect 
other school-related attitudes, student behavior, 
and academic achievement. These are discussed 
in two broad groupings: teacher qualities that 
shape their direct relationships with students and 
behaviors that impact the classroom community 
which, in turn, affect individual students. 

   Teachers’ Relationships with Students 
 Teachers provide encouragement to students in 
three important ways: by showing concern for 
students’ welfare and supporting their school 
efforts, by articulating clear norms and expecta-
tions for students, and by encouraging student 
autonomy. In early grades, caring teachers come 
to know each student personally and distribute 
praise and rewards to all students. These teachers 
often provide a reason for a child to want to go to 
school and to try hard to do assigned work. 
Teachers’ encouragement contributes to students’ 
school identifi cation above and beyond support 
and encouragement from home (Battistich, 
Solomon, Kim, Watson, & Schaps,  1995 ; Brewster 
& Bowen,  2004 ; Hughes & Kwok,  2007  ) . 

 In middle grades, supportive teachers may 
help young adolescents over the hurdles of striving 
for independence despite the increased structure 

and impersonality presented by middle or junior 
high school (Eccles et al.,  1993  ) . In later grades, 
they can encourage students to persist when 
faced with diffi cult tasks, serving a protective 
function against failure (Furrer & Skinner,  2003 ; 
Hudley & Daoud,  2007 ; Newmann et al.,  1992 ; 
Ryan & Patrick,  2001  ) . Supportive teachers also 
encourage students to engage in prosocial behav-
ior with other students, which is likely to benefi t 
all students socially and academically (Wentzel, 
 1997  ) . 

 Throughout, teachers’ expressions of support 
are likely to be interpreted as a sign of caring. 
A caring, supportive teacher can impact students’ 
identifi cation with school. In a study of 300 
eighth-grade students, Roeser, Midgley, and 
Urdan  (  1996  )  assessed aspects of the school con-
text including close teacher-student relationships, 
feelings of belonging, affective outcomes of 
schooling, and academic achievement. The sta-
tistical association of student-teacher relation-
ships with belonging was robust: the simple 
correlation between the two was .35, which 
remained signifi cant when prior achievement and 
demographic variables were controlled statisti-
cally. Belonging, in turn, was related signifi cantly 
to all other affective outcomes and achievement 
with correlations ranging from .17 to .52. 

 Several programs have been designed to 
improve student-teacher relationships including 
First Things First, a school reform program 
intended to improve relationships and improve 
instruction by reallocating school resources to 
achieve these ends (Institute for Research and 
Improvement in Education,  2002  ) . An evaluation 
of First Things First in elementary and middle 
schools was conducted using a comprehensive 
measure of teacher caring and support and a com-
posite measure of behavioral engagement and 
identifi cation with school (   Klem & Connell, 
 2004 ). Students who received optimal levels of 
teacher support were more likely to be engaged 
than were students receiving low levels of teacher 
support. In elementary grades, students with opti-
mal support were 89% more likely to be engaged 
than were students with low levels of support; 
middle school students with optimal support were 
almost three times more likely to be engaged, and 
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those with low levels of support were 68% more 
likely to be disengaged. The authors concluded 
that high levels of teacher support are a resource 
that students may or may not take advantage of, 
while low levels of support are a liability. 

 Teachers also support students by setting clear 
standards for academic and social behavior and 
holding students to those standards (Yowell, 
 1999  ) . The importance of clear expectations was 
highlighted in a study of 144 third- through fi fth-
grade students (Skinner & Belmont,  1993  ) . The 
researchers assessed teacher involvement with 
students, structure (including clear expectations), 
support for autonomy, and student engagement 
including both behavioral and emotional reac-
tions. Although the study did not include indica-
tors of school identifi cation, it showed that 
teacher-provided structure in the classroom was 
related to students’ engagement across the school 
year. Further, teachers who provided less support 
and structure were viewed as less consistent and 
more coercive (Deci et al.,  1991 ; Reeve, Bolt, & 
Cai,  1999  ) . 

 Consistent expectations for all students are 
also important. If teachers hold differential 
expectations and display differential treatment 
for some students based on gender, race/ethnic-
ity, or achievement levels, this can reduce stu-
dents’ trust or receptivity to the teacher as a 
source of support, motivation, and feelings of 
belonging. This has been found empirically 
among African-American students (Chavous, 
Rivas-Drake, Smalls, Griffi n, & Cogburn,  2008 ; 
Felice,  1981  )  and students of Hispanic origin 
(Rubie-Davies,  2006  ) . In interviews with 56 high 
school students (Davidson & Phelan,  1999  ) , stu-
dents were critical of teachers who expressed dif-
ferential expectations for academic or economic 
futures across ethnic or racial lines. If teachers 
hold lower expectations for some students than 
for others, this can translate into less optimal 
interactions with those students, poorer academic 
performance, and disidentifi cation from school. 

 Appreciating each student as an individual and 
promoting their individual predispositions sup-
ports school identifi cation. This is shown by 
teachers who respect students’ uniqueness and 
encourage their autonomy (McNeely et al.,  2002 ; 

Perry, Turner, & Meyer,  2006 ; Ryan & Patrick, 
 2001 ; Skinner & Belmont,  1993 ; Wang & 
Holcombe,  2010  ) . In the Skinner-Belmont  (  1993  )  
study, support for the autonomy of third- through 
fi fth-grade students was signifi cantly related to 
engagement across the school year. In the study of 
high schoolers, Davidson and Phelan  (  1999  )  
found that students were more engaged in class-
rooms where they felt they were respected for 
their unique capabilities and interests, and where 
teachers were supportive of individual autonomy.  

   Teachers’ Impact on the Classroom 
Community 
 Teachers can play a role in promoting positive 
interactions between students and their peers and 
in creating a caring classroom community. The 
powerful effects of peers on students’ behavior, 
work habits, and values—especially when young-
sters enter adolescence—are well established. For 
students entering their teen years, the infl uences 
of peers may even override those of parents. In 
school, the presence of positive support from 
peers can increase identifi cation, and the absence 
of peer support can hinder its development 
(Connell & Wellborn,  1991 ; Ladd, Kochenderfer, 
& Coleman,  1996 ; Radziwon,  2003  ) . 

 Negative peer infl uences can lead a student to 
disidentify and engage in dysfunctional behavior. 
Interestingly, in a study of 331 seventh-grade stu-
dents in one urban school, Ryan  (  2001  )  found 
that peers affected students’ intrinsic value for 
school (defi ned to include several elements of 
belongingness) more than its utility value: 
“Students who ‘hung out’ with a group of friends 
who disliked school showed a greater decrease in 
their own enjoyment of school over the course of 
the school year” (p. 1146). Students who engage 
in destructive behavior may lead others down 
that path. To the extent that teachers can encour-
age positive student behavior, these harmful 
effects can be avoided. 

 Some research suggests that working in groups 
increases affi nity among students. Interviews 
with elementary students elicited a number of 
positive comments about working together 
including that they learn better themselves and 
help other students learn (Allen,  1995  ) . 
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Instructional strategies that create close working 
groups include cooperative learning and dialogue. 
Cooperative learning increases student-student 
interactions and affects learning conditions (coop-
erative instead of competitive). Research shows 
that the improvements due to cooperative learn-
ing include increases in interpersonal attraction, 
more prosocial interactions, and enhanced 
feelings of belongingness (Johnson, Johnson, 
Buckman, & Richards,  1985 ; Osterman,  2000  ) . 

 Dialogue, also a component of cooperative 
learning, is discussion among students that allows 
each participant to express their own feelings and 
opinions while working on learning tasks. 
Although research is sparse, arguments presented 
by Osterman  (  2000  )  indicate that dialogue in the 
classroom gives students the opportunity to 
express themselves to their classmates and to dis-
cover that they are accepted by others; it is a 
mechanism for enhancing belongingness. A study 
of eighth-graders’ perceptions of the classroom 
environment (Ryan & Patrick,  2001  )  revealed 
that teachers’ attempts to promote interactions in 
the classroom were themselves related to 
increased student motivation and engagement. 

 The culture of the classroom community gen-
erally is also important (Bateman,  2002 ; 
Battistich, Solomon, Watson, & Schaps,  1997 ; 
McMillan & Chavis,  1986 ; Osterman,  2000  ) . 
Research on school communities and students’ 
psychological sense of community are based on 
the assumption that the basic needs for belonging 
and valuing are best met in cohesive, caring group 
settings with a shared purpose. This follows from 
Battistich et al.’s  (  1997  )  description of a “caring 
school community.” The Child Development 
Project (CDP) is an attempt to create classroom 
and school communities that enhance behavioral 
and affective engagement. CDP encourages stu-
dents to collaborate with other students, help 
other students, discuss the experiences of others, 
refl ect on their own behavior, develop appropri-
ate prosocial behavior, and take responsibility for 
personal decision-making (Battistich et al.). The 
intervention is implemented largely by teachers 
with support from others. 

 The original evaluation showed that CDP 
increased fourth- through sixth-grade students’ 

perceptions of sense of community, an affective 
measure that includes components of identifi ca-
tion with school, with effect sizes from one-third 
to one-half standard deviation (Solomon, Watson, 
Battistich, Schaps, & Delucchi,  1992  ) . Continuing 
research led to the conclusion that students’ 
engagement was affected, not only by individual 
classrooms, but by school community in general. 
Paramount among the empirical results was the 
fi nding that the classroom practices included in 
the CDP program were related to students’ sense 
of community and, in turn, “a positive orientation 
toward school and learning, including attraction 
to school…task orientation toward learning, edu-
cational aspirations, and trust in a respect for 
teachers” (p. 143). Further, caring school com-
munities appeared to be most benefi cial for the 
neediest students.    

   The Correlates of School Identifi cation 

 School identifi cation has been examined in 
numerous educational and psychological studies, 
usually in the form of separate components 
(belonging or valuing). Recent research on the 
connection of identifi cation with school outcomes 
is summarized in this section. Some studies pur-
port to measure belonging, bonding, attachment, 
or connectedness but on close examination do not 
assess these constructs as defi ned in this chapter. 
They are not included in this summary. The stud-
ies show that identifi cation with school, being an 
affective construct, is more directly related to 
other attitudes and behaviors than it is to academic 
achievement or attainment. However, the consis-
tency and strength of the association of identifi ca-
tion with student behavior is impressive. 

 The mechanisms through which identifi cation 
is connected to different outcomes may vary. 
Identifi cation has been shown to have a direct 
link with behavioral engagement, with positive 
identifi cation (internal motivation) prompting 
positive academic and social behavior (Voelkl, 
 1997  ) . Misbehavior out of school may result from 
weakened bonds to school which would serve 
otherwise to control students’ behavior. And iden-
tifi cation may be related to academic achievement 
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indirectly through its impact on engagement in 
the classroom. 

 Although many studies consider identifi ca-
tion in its positive forms (i.e., more identifi cation 
associated with better behavior), some examine 
low levels of identifi cation or disidentifi cation 
and their consequences. This is seen in the con-
nection between identifi cation with in-school 
misbehavior and out-of-school misbehavior (e.g., 
substance use or delinquency). These conse-
quences are of greater concern to educators. 

   Identifi cation and Behavioral 
Engagement 

 Research has shown that students who identify 
with school are more likely than others to engage 
in classroom activities, follow written and unwrit-
ten rules of behavior, and invest more energy in 
understanding academic subject matter. It is little 
surprise that the connections are found consis-
tently in school-based research: classroom behav-
ior is the most proximal outcome of identifi cation 
of those discussed in this chapter. 

 Several studies have used Voelkl’s  (  1996  )  
Identifi cation with School scale. The 16-item 
self-report instrument assesses both belonging 
and valuing. The instrument was pilot tested on 
over 3,500 eighth-grade students. Confi rmatory 
factor analysis showed that it could be scored as 
two separate belonging and valuing subscales or 
as one combined identifi cation scale; the choice 
would depend on the particular context in which 
it was being used. Scale reliabilities were .76 and 
.73 for the two subtests and .84 for total identifi -
cation scores. 

 In one longitudinal study (Voelkl,  1997  ) , aca-
demic achievement was assessed in 1,335 fourth- 
and seventh-grade students, and participation in 
learning activities and identifi cation were 
assessed in eighth grade. Of all the demographic 
and educational variables in the study, identifi ca-
tion was correlated most strongly with classroom 
participation (.30). In an analysis predicting iden-
tifi cation from the other variables, participation 
had the largest standardized regression weight, 
which was statistically signifi cant above and 

beyond all other measures. These fi ndings are 
mirrored in other studies of identifi cation and 
classroom participation (Leithwood & Jantzi, 
 1999 ; Pannozzo et al.,  2004  ) . 

 Other studies focused on belongingness. In 
one, over 1,000 students in three high schools 
were administered a self-report sense of commu-
nity scale and a questionnaire regarding their 
behavioral engagement (e.g., class cutting, 
thoughts of dropping out, perceptions of class 
disruptiveness, and preparedness) (Royal & 
Rossi,  1996  ) . The zero-order correlations of sense 
of community with all engagement behaviors 
were positive and statistically signifi cant in each 
high school. Depending on the engagement 
behavior, correlations ranged from .17 to .56. In a 
separate study, school membership was found to 
be related to time spent on homework among 
middle school students (Hagborg,  1998  ) . And 
several studies have found identifi cation to be 
related to extracurricular participation, but the 
results were less consistent than those for class-
room participation (Eccles & Barber,  1999 ; 
Leithwood & Jantzi,  1999  )  

 Conversely, research has shown that low lev-
els of identifi cation affect negative in-school 
behaviors. For example, in a study of over 800 
students in grades 3 through 12, Hill and Werner 
 (  2006  )  used self-report questionnaires to assess 
levels of affi liative orientation (need for affi lia-
tion), school attachment, and aggression. 
Aggression was the frequency of a number of 
aggressive acts, out of seven, the student dis-
played in the past semester. In this study, school 
attachment was directly (negatively) related to 
aggression and also mediated the connection 
between affi liative orientation and aggression. 

 Both aspects of identifi cation (belonging and 
valuing) were assessed in studies of school mis-
behavior, which the authors called “school delin-
quency” (Jenkins,  1995 ; Payne,  2008 ; Stewart, 
 2003  ) . In one study (Jenkins) middle school stu-
dents responded to a self-report measure of school 
commitment. School delinquency was comprised 
of three indicators: school crime, school miscon-
duct, and nonattendance. School commitment 
(i.e., valuing educational goals) was a strong pre-
dictor of all measures of delinquency even when 



2099 School Identifi cation

a number of background characteristics were 
taken into account. In a separate study of high 
school students, Payne measured identifi cation 
through two scales: attachment and commitment. 
The study also included a third “belief” scale, but 
this particular scale does not fall within the defi -
nition of identifi cation in this chapter. Delinquency 
was the number of in-school crimes, out of 13, 
committed in the past 12 months. Both compo-
nents of identifi cation were signifi cant: “students 
who are more attached to their school and teach-
ers…are less likely to engage in delinquency” 
(Payne,  2008 , p. 447). 

 Identifi cation with school has also been found 
to be connected with particular types of misbe-
havior, specifi cally bullying, cheating, and alco-
hol use during the school day. A study of “bullies, 
victims, and bully victims” (Cunningham,  2007  )  
examined bullying and school bonding in a sam-
ple of sixth- through eighth-grade students in 
Catholic schools. Students who were neither bul-
lies nor bullied had the highest average bonding 
scores. Both groups of victims had the lowest 
scores, indicating to the authors that being bul-
lied puts students at risk for disidentifi cation from 
school. 

 A study of high school students’ academic 
cheating (Voelkl & Frone,  2004  )  yielded a strong 
correlation (−.43) of the Identifi cation with 
School scale with self-reported cheating (defi ned 
as cheating on tests, not doing one’s own home-
work, and plagiarism). The results also revealed 
an interaction between identifi cation and aca-
demic performance: students who were less iden-
tifi ed with school and who had low achievement 
scores had the highest rates of cheating of all 
groups studied. In a separate study of aggression 
and vandalism at school, Voelkl and Frone  (  2003  )  
administered lengthy questionnaires to 208 high 
school students that included measures of aggres-
sion and vandalism, in-school and out-of-school 
alcohol use, the Identifi cation with School scale, 
and other academic and personality measures. 
In-school alcohol use, the main focus of the study, 
was related to aggression and vandalism, but out-
of-school use was not. Identifi cation with school 
was (negatively) signifi cantly related to both out-
comes even when demographic and personality 

factors were controlled statistically. The size of 
the effects was −.27 and −.32 standard deviations 
for aggression and vandalism, respectively. 

 The connection of identifi cation with school 
with student behavior and misbehavior is found 
consistently. In no study reviewed except those 
concerning extracurricular activities was the rela-
tionship nonsignifi cant or could it be considered 
weak. For the most part, this consistency is found 
with regard to out-of-school behavior as well.  

   Identifi cation and Out-of-School 
Misbehavior 

 Students who develop positive bonds with school 
are more likely to succeed in school and refrain 
from delinquent behavior. Conversely, students 
who reject school norms are more likely to engage 
in antisocial behavior (Maddox & Prinz,  2003 ; 
Simons-Morton, Crump, Haynie, & Saylor, 
 1999  ) . Several theories have been forwarded to 
explain the impact of school attitudes on misbe-
havior. Jessor and Jessor’s  (  1977  )  problem behav-
ior theory asserted that due to underlying motives, 
perceptions, and attitudes, behaviors are linked 
across contexts. Thus, problem behaviors in one 
context tend to be related to problem behavior in 
other contexts. According to this logic, the asso-
ciation of identifi cation with in-school behavior 
would extend to out-of-school settings. Also, 
according to social control theory, individuals are 
more likely to commit delinquent acts when ties 
to conventional social institutions such as school 
are weakened (Hirschi,  1969  ) . Thus, students 
who devalue teachers’ expectations, do not value 
educational goals, and regard school rules as 
unfair are more likely to commit delinquent acts 
(Jenkins,  1995 ; Krohn & Massey,  1980  ) . 

 Evidence for the association between school 
bonds and out-of-school problem behavior has 
focused largely on substance use and delinquency. 
Maddox and Prinz  (  2003  )  conducted an extensive 
review of conceptualizations, measurements, and 
theories of school bonding. The authors concluded 
that despite the multitude of defi nitions and mea-
sures of bonding, higher levels of school bonding 
have been found consistently to be related to less 
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substance use and delinquency. School bonding 
was identifi ed as an important target for interven-
tion in order to protect against negative outcomes 
and promoting positive outcomes. 

 Classic sociological work identifi ed identifi -
cation with school as an important antecedent of 
juvenile delinquency. Hirschi  (  1969  )  used ques-
tionnaires to assess attachment to school, parents, 
and peers, and self-reported delinquency in a 
sample of 1,200 adolescent boys. In this study, 
attachment to delinquent friends was found to be 
associated with delinquency, and delinquency 
was inversely related to attachment to school. 
Elliott and Voss  (  1974  )  studied over 2,600 stu-
dents from ninth grade onward, assessing dis-
identifi cation in the form of “normlessness” and 
“school isolation.” Both factors were related sig-
nifi cantly to serious delinquent acts and dropping 
out of school. Correlations for normlessness 
ranged from .30 to .52, and from .20 to .30 for 
school isolation. 

 In a more recent national study, Resnick et al. 
 (  1997  )  analyzed data from the Add Health survey 
that included measures of connectedness and a 
range of negative behaviors. Connectedness was 
defi ned as perceiving fair treatment from teach-
ers, closeness to others, and belonging. The 
authors of this study identifi ed school connected-
ness as a protective factor for both adolescent 
substance use and violence. Among both middle 
school and high school students, perceived school 
connectedness was associated with less frequent 
cigarette use, alcohol use, and marijuana use. 
Also, higher levels of school connectedness were 
associated with lower levels of violence such as 
physical fi ghting and weapon use. 

 In a review of research on adolescent sub-
stance use, Hawkins et al.  (  1992  )  identifi ed four 
contextual and 13 individual risk factors associ-
ated with the use of alcohol and other illicit sub-
stances. School factors included academic failure 
and low commitment to school; commitment was 
considered as liking for school, perceived rele-
vance of course work (valuing), educational 
expectations, truancy, and time spent on home-
work. All of the reviewed evidence demonstrated 
that lower commitment to school was associated 
with higher levels of drug use. 

 Shears, Edwards, and Stanley  (  2006  )  exam-
ined the relationship between school bonding as 
a “protective factor” and substance use in a 
national study of students in grades 7 through 12. 
The measure of school bonding included the 
degree to which students liked school and their 
teachers, felt their teachers liked them, and 
regarded school as fun. Two measures of use 
were assessed for each substance (alcohol, mari-
juana, inhalant, amphetamine): having ever tried 
the substance and level of involvement with each 
substance. The study revealed that for all 
substances, greater school bonding was associ-
ated with lower odds of having tried the substance 
and lower levels of involvement. Bonding was 
found to be more protective for female, white, 
and Mexican-American students and for students 
living in isolated rural communities. 

 The assumption that schools vary in their 
impacts on substance use lead Henry and Slater 
 (  2007  )  to study the effect at the school level. 
Using a national sample of students in middle 
and junior high schools, they examined the effects 
of both student-level and school-level indicators 
of school attachment on fi ve measures of alcohol 
use. A composite measure of school attachment 
included feelings of liking school and teachers, 
sense of belongingness, and academic success. 
Using multilevel modeling, the fi ndings showed 
that students’ own level of school attachment was 
signifi cantly associated with recent alcohol use, 
intention to use alcohol, beliefs about peer use, 
and favorable attitudes toward alcohol use. In 
addition, a strong contextual effect of school 
attachment was found. Attending schools where 
students were more attached was associated with 
lower odds of recent or anticipated future alcohol 
use, a decreased perception that students in their 
school use alcohol, and a stronger belief that 
alcohol use is detrimental to life aspirations. 

 While much of the research on adolescent 
substance use has measured general use (not tied 
to any particular setting), Voelkl and colleagues 
have focused use during the school day (Voelkl   , 
 2004 ; Voelkl & Frone,  2000 ; Voelkl, Willert, & 
Marable,  2003  ) . Data from national and local 
investigations indicate that anywhere between 
6% and 25% of adolescents in the USA reported 
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using alcohol or marijuana during school hours 
(Voelkl et al.,  2003  ) . Teachers and principals are 
also aware that their schools are not drug free 
(Heaviside, Rowand, Williams, & Farris,  1998 ; 
Mansfi eld, Alexander, & Farris,  1991 ; Voelkl & 
Willert,  2006  ) . 

 According to Voelkl et al.  (  2003  ) , substance 
use in school is largely a function of the degree to 
which students feel identifi ed with or disidenti-
fi ed from their school and also the degree to 
which schools provide the opportunity to use 
drugs. This hypothesis was tested empirically in 
an investigation of personal and situational pre-
dictors of substance use in school (Voelkl & 
Frone,  2000  ) . The results confi rmed the hypoth-
eses; identifi cation with school was signifi cantly 
related to both alcohol and marijuana use at 
school, but the effect was moderated by ease of 
use. That is, school identifi cation was negatively 
related to alcohol and marijuana use among stu-
dents who perceived they had ample opportunity 
to use these substances at school without being 
caught. When students felt they were likely to 
be caught, school identifi cation was unrelated to 
either type of substance.  

   Identifi cation and Academic 
Achievement/Attainment 

 Research on the components of identifi cation with 
school has typically found weak or indirect rela-
tionships with academic achievement. This is 
consistent with the framework depicted in Fig.  9.1 ; 
behavioral engagement is shown as intervening 
between identifi cation and achievement. Rela-
tively, little research has explored the relationship 
between dropping out of school and identifi cation 
although the theory and the limited data indicate 
that students who become disidentifi ed from 
school have increased odds of dropping out. 

 Despite inconsistent fi ndings in general, some 
studies found signifi cant positive linkages 
between a component of identifi cation and aca-
demic achievement (Goodenow,  1993 ; Hagborg, 
 1998 ; LeCroy & Krysik,  2008  ) . Goodenow 
developed the 18-item psychological sense of 
school membership (PSSM) questionnaire and 

tested it in three samples of fi fth- through eighth-
grade students. The correlation between PSSM 
scores and measures of achievement in the three 
studies were 36, .55, and .33, respectively. All 
were statistically signifi cant at the .001 level. 
Hagborg developed a shortened form of the 
PSSM and tested it with 120 middle school stu-
dents. This study also revealed a signifi cant cor-
relation (.35) between PSSM scores and grade 
point averages. 

 Other studies discovered that the relationship 
between belonging and achievement was more 
complex. Ladd and Dinella  (  2009  )  followed 383 
children from kindergarten through eighth grade, 
obtaining measures of school liking-avoidance in 
fi rst through third grade and academic achieve-
ment in fi rst through eighth grade. The authors 
called school liking “emotional engagement.” 
Although it does not fi t the defi nition of identifi -
cation with school used in this chapter, the items 
appear to refl ect aspects of identifi cation, and the 
study added an important consideration—the 
continuity of affect over several years. In a set of 
sophisticated analyses, the authors concluded 
that “average levels of school liking-avoidance 
during the primary grades predicted growth in 
achievement” (p. 200) over the 8-year period. If 
identifi cation with school is related directly to 
academic achievement, it may be long-term 
growth of identifi cation rather than identifi cation 
at one point in time that is important. 

 Wang and Holcombe  (  2010  )  used data on over 
1,000 adolescents from the Maryland Adolescent 
Development in Context Study to test structural 
equation models of the relationships among stu-
dents’ perceptions of the school environment 
(seventh grade), school engagement (eighth 
grade), and grade point average (GPA) at the end 
of eighth grade. The engagement measures were 
indicators of school participation, the use of self-
regulation strategies, and identifi cation with 
school, the latter including belonging and valu-
ing items. Two conclusions emerged from the 
study regarding identifi cation and achievement. 
First, the direct paths from the three engagement 
measures to GPA were statistically signifi cant 
with school identifi cation having the strongest 
impact of the three. Second, the connections 
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between perceptions of the school environment 
and GPA were mediated by school identifi cation. 
It can be concluded from this study that there are 
both direct and indirect effects of identifi cation 
on academic achievement. 

 These studies stand in contrast to others that 
show only weak, inconsistent, or indirect rela-
tionships. For example, Goodenow  (  1993  )  
reported that the correlations between school 
membership and grades were lower than those 
between membership and motivation (as mea-
sured by expectations for success and valuing 
schoolwork). Voelkl  (  1997  )  found that identifi ca-
tion was more strongly correlated with student 
participation than with grades; the latter ranged 
from .02 to .13. Ma  (  2003  )  found a negative cor-
relation in grade 6 and a positive correlation in 
grade 8. Strambler and Weinstein  (  2010  )  assessed 
valuing and devaluing of academic subjects in a 
sample of elementary-grade African-American 
and Latino students. They reported that devalu-
ing was signifi cantly related to lower standard-
ized achievement test scores in language arts and 
math, but valuing was not signifi cantly related to 
either. 

 Research on identifi cation and graduation/
dropping out also introduces some complexities. 
For example, a longitudinal Canadian survey of 
over 13,000 seventh- through 11th-grade students 
attending low-SES high schools administered 
measures of behavioral and affective engagement 
(identifi cation with school) (Archambault, 
Janosz, Morizot, & Pagani,  2009  ) . The analysis 
revealed that, of the three, behavioral disengage-
ment was the most highly associated with drop-
ping out. Above and beyond that, dropouts tended 
to have low scores on multiple types of engage-
ment including school identifi cation. In a sepa-
rate study of over 2,000 eighth-grade students, 
Pannozzo et al.  (  2004  )  compiled teacher ratings 
of students’ academic and social engagement, 
reading and mathematics achievement, identifi -
cation with school, and graduation/dropout status 
4 years later. The correlation between identifi ca-
tion with school and graduation/dropping out was 
small but statistically signifi cant (.09). However, in 
several regressions predicting dropping out from 
behavioral engagement and school identifi cation, 

Pannozzo et al. found the effect of identifi cation 
was reduced to nonsignifi cance. Even though 
dropping out is often described as a gradual pro-
cess of disengagement from school, both of these 
studies indicate that behavioral engagement is 
the most important. 

 Based on a review of a large number of studies 
of affective engagement and school achievement 
published through 1999, Osterman  (  2000  )  con-
cluded “There is little evidence demonstrating 
that sense of belonging is directly related to 
achievement, but there is substantial evidence 
showing or suggesting that sense of belonging 
infl uences achievement through its effects on 
[behavioral] engagement” (p. 341). More recent 
achievement studies and studies using newer 
methodology tended to fi nd positive relation-
ships, but the inconsistencies remain to be 
resolved. The research on identifi cation and drop-
ping out suggests that identifi cation with school 
has an indirect effect on graduation, if any. These 
linkages require further study to understand the 
processes by which identifi cation may be related 
to these particular outcomes.   

   Conclusion 

 This chapter provides a theoretical perspective 
on students’ identifi cation with school and accom-
panying empirical evidence. Several themes 
emerge from this chapter. School identifi cation is 
as an affective form of engagement comprised of 
students’ sense of belonging in school and feeling 
that school is valuable. Both components are 
based on psychological theory that asserts that 
humans have basic needs to belong and to feel 
their actions are worthwhile. A host of affective 
responses to school have been identifi ed as forms 
of student engagement (Jimerson et al.,  2003 ; 
Libbey,  2004 ; Maddox & Prinz,  2003  ) . Terms 
such as interest, liking, boredom, and motivation 
have also been used to conceptualize students’ 
relationship with school (Fredricks et al.,  2004  ) . 
Although considerable progress has been made 
on distinguishing among these concepts, more 
research is needed on how these affective 
responses are related and how they are measured. 
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It is important to distinguish between simple 
emotional responses to school (e.g., liking school) 
and more complex psychological responses. 
Indeed, children who have internalized the value 
of doing well in school may work on tasks that 
are less interesting and for which no external 
rewards are expected (Deci et al.,  1991 ; Ryan, 
Connell, & Grolnick,  1992  ) . 

 Identifi cation with school has not evolved 
when children enter school. Rather, identifi cation 
develops over a period of time in response to aca-
demic accomplishments and failures, and to 
interactions with parents, peers, and teachers. 
Identifi cation is preceded by elementary forms of 
affect (e.g., regarding school as fun, enjoying 
school) and extrinsic rewards (e.g., stickers, 
praise) which can lead to early forms of behav-
ioral engagement (e.g., attending school, com-
pleting homework). In addition, appropriate 
school conditions—feelings of safety, being 
treated fairly, and being supported by teachers—
are important factors that help shape students’ 
identifi cation and engagement behaviors. Over 
time, identifi cation becomes an internal source of 
motivation for continued engagement in school. 

 More research is needed to understand the 
process by which identifi cation becomes inter-
nalized. Longitudinal studies or overlapping 
cohort studies would be particularly useful for 
understanding the maturation of attitudes and 
behaviors. Because individual needs change as 
students progress from elementary to middle 
school, research should identify critical age peri-
ods when attitudes toward school are most vul-
nerable (Eccles et al.,  1993  ) . To what extent are 
external rewards important to students in elemen-
tary, middle, and high school? Is it possible to 
develop a sense of identifi cation with school in 
middle school after years of negative attitude/
behavior patterns have been established? Finally, 
work is needed to understand the roles of contex-
tual factors such as a welcoming school environ-
ment, student and faculty composition, availability 
of help for students who need it, and safety in the 
development of school identifi cation. This knowl-
edge would be particularly important to educa-
tors and administrators. Future research should 
assess the degree to which each factor can 

be measured as strong, moderate, or weak in a 
particular school. With proper school conditions 
and appropriate support, most students can 
develop the internal motivation that drives school 
behavior and school success.      
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  Abstract 

 Student underachievement brought about by low academic motivation is a 
major factor contributing to school dropout. Motivation affects students’ 
 engagement , or how their cognitions, behaviors, and affects are energized, 
directed, and sustained during academic activities. According to Bandura’s 
social cognitive theory,  self-effi cacy  (perceived capabilities for learning or 
performing actions at designated levels) is a key cognitive variable infl u-
encing motivation and engagement. The conceptual framework of social 
cognitive theory is described to include the roles played by vicarious, 
symbolic, and self-regulatory processes. We discuss how self-effi cacy 
affects motivation through goals and self-evaluations of progress and how 
various contextual factors may infl uence self-effi cacy. Research is 
described that relates self-effi cacy to underachievement and dropout. This 
chapter concludes with programs designed to raise school success and rec-
ommendations for future research.    

        School dropout is a major issue in the USA. It is 
estimated that in the 50 largest US cities, the 
dropout rate is almost 50%, with 3.5–6 million 
students dropping out of high school each year 

(Bloom,  2010 ; Bloom & Haskins,  2010  ) . 
Although dropout affects youth from all back-
grounds, culturally ethnic and immigrant students 
are disproportionately represented: “The dropout 
rate is 6% for whites, 12% for blacks, and 12% 
for Hispanics” (Bloom,  2010 , p. 91). Dropout 
incurs a major economic loss, likely totaling 
more than $3 trillion over the next decade (PR 
Newswire,  2009  ) . Dropout also perpetuates such 
social problems as unemployment, underemploy-
ment, welfare, teen pregnancy, and incarceration 
(PR Newswire,  2009 ). 

 Underlying these widespread problems is the 
disengagement of urban youth in their learning and 
success (U.S. Department of Education,  2008  ) . 
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Approximately 72% of high school students who 
perform poorly are from lower-income families, 
and 53% of English-language learners are under-
performing (Cuban,  2010  ) . These trends of 
dropout and underachievement continue at the 
postsecondary level, with disproportionate attri-
tion among undergraduates from nontraditional 
groups, including culturally ethnic students, immi-
grants, and nontraditional students (e.g., older, 
part-time; Smedley, Myers, & Harrell,  1993 ; 
Zajacova, Lynch, & Espenshade,  2005  ) . 

 Many factors contribute to school dropout, but 
a major one is underachievement brought about 
by low academic motivation. As used in this 
chapter,  motivation  refers to the process whereby 
goal-directed activities are energized, directed, 
and sustained (Schunk, Pintrich, & Meece,  2008  ) . 
Motivation is a complex process that can be 
affected by personal factors (e.g., individuals’ 
thoughts, beliefs, and emotions) and contextual 
factors, such as classrooms, peer groups, and 
community and home infl uences. 

 Herein we present the case that low academic 
motivation perpetuates poor engagement in learn-
ing and that certain strategies and interventions 
can make a difference in the education of 
America’s youth. By  engagement , we mean the 
manifestation of students’ motivation, or how 
their cognitions, behaviors, and affects are ener-
gized, directed, and sustained during learning and 
other academic activities (Skinner, Kindermann, 
Connell, & Wellborn,  2009  ) . Although different 
theoretical approaches explain student motiva-
tion and engagement, we utilize Bandura’s 
 (  1977b,   1986,   1997,   2001  )   social cognitive the-
ory  of psychological functioning, which empha-
sizes that much human learning and behavior 
occur in social environments. By interacting with 
others, people learn knowledge, skills, strategies, 
beliefs, norms, and attitudes. Students act in 
accordance with their beliefs about their capabili-
ties and the expected outcomes of their actions. 
Social cognitive researchers have explored the 
operation and outcomes of cognitive and affec-
tive processes hypothesized to underlie motiva-
tion (Pintrich,  2003 ; Schunk & Pajares,  2009  ) . 

 Our interest is in a key social cognitive vari-
able:  self-effi cacy,  or one’s perceived capabilities 

for learning or performing actions at designated 
levels (Bandura,  1977a,   1997  ) . Research has 
shown that a higher sense of self-effi cacy can 
positively affect learning, achievement, self-
regulation, and motivational outcomes such as 
individuals’ choices of activities, effort, persis-
tence, and interests (Bandura,  1997 ; Pajares, 
 1996 ; Schunk & Pajares,  2009 ; Usher & Pajares, 
 2008  ) . Self-effi cacious students are motivated 
and engaged in learning, which promotes their 
competence as learners. Conversely, a lower 
sense of self-effi cacy for learning and performing 
well in school can negatively affect students’ 
motivation and engagement (Pajares,  1996  ) , 
increasing the risk of underachievement and 
dropout. Teachers who help students experience 
success by fostering their development of skills, 
learning strategies, and a positive outlook on life 
and their future can positively impact self-effi -
cacy in their classrooms (McInerney,  2004 ; Miller 
& Brickman,  2004  ) . 

 Despite the solid foundation of self-effi cacy 
research pertaining to school-aged children and 
school-to-work interventions, fewer scholars 
have assessed its relevance for urban youth strug-
gling at school. Given that school dropout affects 
youth from all backgrounds but particularly those 
who are culturally and economically disadvan-
taged, the self-effi cacy of urban youth has unde-
niable importance (Mullen & Schunk,  2011  ) . 
Self-effi cacy has been identifi ed as a predictor of 
adolescent success in life (Perry, DeWine, Duffy, 
& Vance,  2007  ) . 

 Examining the predictors of academic self-
effi cacy in ethnic adolescents to include resil-
iency and persistence despite hardships and 
obstacles, perceived control over one’s own suc-
cesses, and school and community engagement, 
will contribute to the emerging literature on this 
topic (Vick & Packard,  2008  ) . Our particular 
focus is the roles of personal and contextual fac-
tors on disadvantaged adolescents’ academic 
motivation. 

 We next describe the conceptual framework of 
social cognitive theory and the key roles played 
by vicarious, symbolic, and self-regulatory pro-
cesses. We then discuss self-effi cacy and the pro-
cess whereby self-effi cacy affects motivation 
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through goals and self-evaluations of progress, as 
well as how self-effi cacy can affect student 
engagement and how contextual factors may 
infl uence self-effi cacy. The research evidence 
presented relates self-effi cacy to underachieve-
ment and dropout. We also briefl y highlight some 
programs designed to enhance school success 
through such means as school engagement, com-
munity activism, and career decision-making. 
Recommendations for future research conclude 
this chapter.  

   Conceptual Framework 

   Reciprocal Interactions 

 A central tenet of Bandura’s  (  1977b,   1986,   1997, 
  2001  )  social cognitive theory is that human behav-
ior operates within a framework of  triadic recipro-
cality  involving interactions among personal 
factors (e.g., cognitions, beliefs, skills, affects), 
behaviors, and social/environmental factors 
(Fig.  10.1 ). These interacting infl uences can be 
demonstrated using self-effi cacy as the personal 
factor. Regarding the interaction of self-effi cacy 
and behavior, studies have shown that self-effi cacy 
infl uences achievement behaviors such as task 
choice, effort, persistence, and use of effective 
learning strategies (person → behavior; Schunk & 
Pajares,  2009  ) . These behaviors also affect self-
effi cacy. As students perform tasks and observe 
their learning progress, self-effi cacy for continued 
learning is enhanced (behavior → person).  

 Many students with learning disabilities hold 
low self-effi cacy for performing well (Licht & 
Kistner,  1986  ) . The link between personal and 
contextual factors is seen when individuals react 
to these students based on attributes typically 

associated with them (e.g., low skills) rather than 
based on their actual capabilities (person → social/
environment). In turn, environmental feedback 
can affect self-effi cacy, such as when teachers 
encourage students by communicating, “I know 
you can do this” (social/environment → person). 

 The link between behaviors and environmen-
tal factors is evident in many instructional 
sequences. Environmental factors can direct 
behaviors, such as when teachers point to a dis-
play and say, “Look here,” which students do 
with little conscious effort (social/environ-
ment → behavior). Behaviors can alter learners’ 
instructional environments. When students give 
incorrect answers, teachers are apt to reteach the 
material, temporarily discontinuing the lesson 
(behavior → social/environment). 

 Social cognitive theory presents a view of 
human  agency  in which individuals proactively 
engage in creating their own career and life tra-
jectories (Schunk & Pajares,  2005  ) . They hold 
beliefs that allow them to exert control over their 
thoughts, feelings, and actions. In reciprocal 
fashion, people infl uence and are infl uenced by 
their actions and environments. But the scope of 
this reciprocal infl uence is broader than individu-
als because they live in social environments. 
 Collective agency  refers to people’s shared beliefs 
about what they are capable of accomplishing as 
a group. Groups, too, affect and are affected by 
their actions and environments.  

   Vicarious, Symbolic, 
and Self-Regulatory Processes 

 Social cognitive theory stresses that people pos-
sess capabilities that distinguish them from oth-
ers and motivate them to strive for a sense of 
agency (Bandura,  1986  ) . Among the most promi-
nent of these are vicarious, symbolic, and self-
regulatory processes. 

  Vicarious processes.  Much human learning occurs 
 vicariously  through observing modeled perfor-
mances (e.g., live, fi lmed symbolic; Bandura, 
 1977b  ) . The capability for learning vicariously 
allows individuals to acquire beliefs, cognitions, 

  Fig. 10.1    Reciprocal interactions in social cognitive 
theory       
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affects, skills, strategies, and behaviors from 
observations of others in their social environ-
ments and vicariously via media outlets, which 
saves time because learning is not demonstrated 
when it occurs. This capability also allows people 
to shape their lives because they proactively select 
environmental features (e.g., individuals, materi-
als) to which they want to attend. Thus, students 
who want to become teachers enroll in education 
programs and put themselves in situations where 
they can learn vicariously, such as by observing 
and working with classroom teachers. 

  Symbolic processes.  Symbolic processes involve 
language, mathematical and scientifi c notation, 
iconography, and cognition. These processes help 
people adapt to and alter their environments 
(Bandura,  1986  ) . They use symbolic processes 
when they formulate thoughts and take action 
and, perhaps unconsciously, to guide their actions. 
Cognitively in tune, students do not simply react 
to events but rather resolve issues and generate 
new courses of action. Symbolic processes also 
foster verbal and written communications, which 
further promotes learning. 

  Self-regulatory processes.  Social cognitive theory 
assigns a prominent role to  self-regulation,  or the 
processes individuals use to activate and sustain 
their behaviors, cognitions, and affects that are 
focused on attaining goals (Zimmerman,  2000  ) . 
People regulate their behaviors to conform to 
their internal standards and goals. Before embark-
ing on a task, individuals determine their goals 
and what strategies to use, and they feel self-effi -
cacious about performing well. As they engage in 
tasks, they monitor their performances, assess 
their progress toward goals, and decide whether 
their strategy needs adjusting. As tasks are com-
pleted, they refl ect on their experiences, make 
modifi cations, and determine next steps. Believing 
they have learned and made progress strengthens 
their self-effi cacy and motivates further learning. 
People who are continually engaged while learn-
ing are apt to be self-regulated (Schunk & Pajares, 
 2009 ; Zimmerman & Cleary,  2009  ) .   

   Self-Effi cacy 

 Self-effi cacy is a key personal factor in social 
cognitive theory, which postulates that achieve-
ment depends on interactions among behaviors, 
personal factors, and social/environmental condi-
tions (Perry et al.,  2007  ) .  Academic self-effi cacy , 
or the perceived confi dence in one’s ability to 
execute actions for attaining academic goals, 
plays a crucial role in adolescent motivation and 
learning. Self-effi cacy is hypothesized to infl u-
ence behaviors and environments and be affected 
by them (Bandura,  1986,   1997  ) . Self-effi cacy 
affects choice of tasks, effort, persistence, and 
achievement. Research in academic settings 
shows that students who feel effi cacious about 
learning tend to be competent and engaged and 
are likely to set learning goals, use effective 
learning strategies, monitor comprehension, 
evaluate goal progress, and create supportive 
environments (Schunk & Pajares,  2005  ) . In turn, 
self-effi cacy is infl uenced by the outcomes of 
behaviors (e.g., goal progress, achievement) and 
by inputs from the environment (e.g., feedback 
from teachers, comparisons with peers). 
Individuals’ self-effi cacy impacts motivation and 
learning, as well as decisions and events that 
affect their lives (Schunk & Pajares,  2009  ) . 

   Sources of Information 
About Self-Effi cacy 

 Information for assessing one’s self-effi cacy is 
acquired from actual performances, observations 
of others (vicarious experiences), social persua-
sion, and physiological indexes (Table  10.1 ; 
Bandura,  1997  ) . Because these are tangible indi-
cators of individuals’ capabilities, one’s perfor-
mances constitute the most reliable information 
(Schunk & Pajares,  2009  ) . Interpretations of 
one’s performances as successful raise self-effi -
cacy whereas perceived failures may lower it, 
although an occasional failure or success should 
not have much impact.  
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 Interpretations of one’s performances are 
important, along with the performances them-
selves. Individuals engage in metacognitive 
mediation by thinking of areas of their learning 
such as planning and problem-solving. In a study 
of college undergraduates (mixed gender, no race 
specifi ed), Coutinho  (  2008  )  found that students’ 
metacognition and self-effi cacy infl uenced their 
performances. 

 Individuals acquire information about their 
capabilities through social comparisons with oth-
ers (Bandura,  1997  ) . Similarity to others is a cue 
for gauging one’s self-effi cacy (Schunk,  1995  ) . 
Observing others succeed can raise observers’ 
self-effi cacy and motivate them to try the task at 
hand because they are apt to believe that if others 
can achieve, they can as well. But a vicarious 
increase in self-effi cacy can be negated by subse-
quent diffi culties. Persons who observe peers fail 
may believe they lack competence, which can 
dissuade them from attempting the task. 

 People also may assess self-effi cacy when they 
receive persuasive information from others (e.g., 
“I know you can do this”; Bandura,  1997  ) ; how-
ever, such persuasion must be credible for people 
to believe that success is attainable. Although pos-
itive feedback can raise individuals’ self-effi cacy, 
the effects will not endure if they subsequently 
perform poorly (Schunk & Pajares,  2009  ) . 

 Physiological and emotional reactions such as 
anxiety and stress also provide input about self-
effi cacy (Bandura,  1997  ) . Strong emotional reac-
tions can signal anticipated success or failure. 
When people experience negative thoughts and 
fears about their capabilities (e.g., feeling ner-
vous when thinking about taking a test), those 

affective reactions can lower self-effi cacy 
(Zajacova et al.,  2005  ) . Conversely, when people 
feel less stressful (e.g., anxiety subsides while 
taking a test), they may experience higher self-
effi cacy for performing well. 

 Sources of self-effi cacy information do not 
automatically affect self-effi cacy (Bandura, 
 1997  ) . Individuals interpret the results of events, 
and these interpretations generate information on 
which judgments are based (Schunk & Pajares, 
 2009  ) . Some ways that research has shown to 
effectively build students’ self-effi cacy are to 
have students set diffi cult but attainable goals 
and assess their own goal progress (mastery 
experiences), allow students to observe models 
similar to themselves learning skills (vicarious 
experiences), and provide students with feedback 
that links their learning progress to their dili-
gently applying a learning strategy (social per-
suasion; Schunk,  1995  ) . 

 Important as it is, self-effi cacy is not the only 
infl uence on behavior; no amount of it will pro-
duce a competent performance when requisite 
skills are lacking (Schunk & Pajares,  2009  ) . Also 
important are  outcome expectations  (beliefs 
about the likely consequences of actions; 
Bandura,  1997  )  and  values  (perceptions of the 
importance and utility of learning and acting in 
given ways; Wigfi eld, Tonks, & Eccles,  2004  ) . 
Even students who feel effi cacious about per-
forming well in school may disengage from 
learning if they do not value it or believe that 
negative outcomes may result, such as rejection 
by peers. Assuming the activation of requisite 
skills, positive values, and outcome expectations, 
self-effi cacy is a key determinant of individuals’ 
motivation, learning, self-regulation, and achieve-
ment (Schunk & Pajares,  2009 ).  

   Consequences of Self-Effi cacy 

 Self-effi cacy has diverse effects on various moti-
vational outcomes associated with student 
engagement, including task choice, effort, and 
persistence (Bandura,  1997 ; Pajares,  1996 ; 
Schunk & Pajares,  2005,   2009 ; Table  10.1 ). 

   Table 10.1    Self-effi cacy sources and consequences   

 Sources of self-effi cacy information 
 • Mastery experiences (actual performances) 
 • Vicarious (modeled) experiences 
 • Forms of social persuasion 
 • Physiological indexes 

 Consequences of self-effi cacy 
 • Motivational outcomes (task choice, effort, persistence) 
 • Learning 
 • Achievement 
 • Self-regulation 
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Individuals typically select tasks and activities at 
which they feel competent. Self-effi cacy can 
affect how much cognitive and physical effort 
people expend on an activity, how long they per-
sist when they encounter diffi culties, and their 
levels of learning and achievement. Students with 
high self-effi cacy tend to set challenging goals, 
work diligently, persist in the face of failure, and 
recover their sense of self-effi cacy after setbacks. 
As a consequence, they develop higher levels 
of competence. In contrast, those with low 
self-effi cacy may set easier goals, expend mini-
mal effort, disassociate as diffi culties arise, and 
feel dejected by failure, all of which negatively 
affect engagement and learning.  

   Goals and Self-Evaluations of Progress 

 Social cognitive theory highlights the importance 
of various symbolic processes for motivation. 
Among the most critical are self-effi cacy, goals, 
and self-evaluations of goal progress, which work 
together to enhance motivation and engagement 
in learning. 

  Goals , or what people are consciously trying 
to attain, are symbolic processes that instigate 
and sustain actions. Because goals do not affect 
behavior without commitment, learners must 
commit to attempting goals (Locke & Latham, 
 2002  ) . As learners work on a task, they compare 
their current performance with their specifi c 
goals. Positive self-evaluations of progress 
strengthen self-effi cacy and sustain motivation. 
A perceived discrepancy between present perfor-
mance and the goal may create dissatisfaction, 
which can propel effort. Goals motivate learners 
to expend the effort necessary and persist at the 
task (Locke & Latham,  2002 ), resulting in better 
performance and enhanced engagement. 

 Although goals are motivational catalysts, 
their effects depend on their properties: specifi city, 
proximity, and diffi culty. Goals that include spe-
cifi c performance standards are more likely to 
activate self-evaluations of progress and enhance 
self-effi cacy and motivation than are general 
goals (e.g., “Do your best”; Bandura,  1986  ) . 
Specifi c goals are a better indicator of the kind of 

effort needed to succeed and evaluate progress. 
Goals also are distinguished by how far they 
project into the future. Because it is easier to 
determine progress toward goals that are closer at 
hand, proximal (short-term) goals enhance self-
effi cacy and motivation better than do distant 
(long-term) goals (Bandura & Schunk,  1981  ) . 

 Goal diffi culty, which refers to the level of task 
profi ciency required as assessed against a stan-
dard, infl uences the effort people expend. In gen-
eral, learners work harder to attain more challenging 
goals; however, perceived diffi culty and motiva-
tion do not bear an unlimited positive relation to 
one another. Goals that students believe are overly 
trying can obstruct motivation because they hold 
low self-effi cacy for attaining them. Learners are 
apt to feel self-effi cacious for attaining goals that 
they perceive as diffi cult but attainable. 

 A distinction can be drawn between learning 
and performance goals. A  learning goal  refers to 
what knowledge, behavior, skill, or strategy stu-
dents are to acquire, and a  performance goal  
refers to what task is to be completed. These 
goals can have differential effects on achieve-
ment behaviors (Anderman & Wolters,  2006  ) . 
Learning goals motivate by focusing and sustain-
ing attention on both processes and strategies that 
help students acquire competence and new skills. 
Self-effi cacy is substantiated as they work on the 
task and assess their progress (Schunk,  1996  ) . 

 In contrast, performance goals focus attention 
on completing tasks. They may not highlight the 
value of the processes and strategies underlying 
task completion or raise self-effi cacy for learning. 
As they engage in tasks, students may not com-
pare their present and past performances to deter-
mine progress. Performance goals can lead to 
social comparisons with the work of others to 
determine progress. These comparisons can 
lower self-effi cacy when students experience 
learning diffi culties, which adversely affects 
motivation and engagement in learning. 

 Research supports these hypothesized effects 
of learning and performance goals. Schunk and 
Ertmer  (  1999  )  conducted two studies with col-
lege undergraduates as they worked on computer 
projects. Students received the goal of learning 
computer applications or the goal of performing 
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them. In the fi rst study, half of the students in 
each goal condition evaluated their learning prog-
ress midway through the instructional program. 
The learning goal led to higher self-effi cacy, self-
judged progress, and self-regulatory competence 
and strategy use. The opportunity to self-evaluate 
progress promoted self-effi cacy. In the second 
study, self-evaluation students assessed their 
progress after each instructional session. Frequent 
self-evaluation produced comparable results 
when linked with a learning or performance goal. 
These results suggest that multiple self-evalua-
tions of learning progress can raise motivation 
and achievement outcomes.   

   Self-Effi cacy and Student Engagement 

   Engaged Learning 

 Student engagement in learning refl ects cogni-
tive, behavioral, and affective variables that encom-
pass aspects of motivation and self-regulation 
(Schunk,  1995 ; Zimmerman,  2000  ) . Among cog-
nitive variables, students engaged in learning 
have a sense of self-effi cacy for learning. They 
hold positive outcome expectations and value the 
learning. They set goals and evaluate their prog-
ress, and they decide what they believe are effec-
tive strategies for learning the material and 
succeeding. They focus their attention on the task 
and strive to avoid distraction. 

 Students who are engaged also display pro-
ductive achievement behaviors. They create work 
environments conducive to learning. Disadvan-
taged students must especially endeavor to over-
come barriers where they lack necessary materials 
and equipment. While engaged with tasks, stu-
dents expend effort and persist when they 
encounter diffi culties. If they become stuck, they 
seek help (e.g., teachers, parents, peers, manuals). 
Engaged learners self-monitor to ensure good use 
of time. They may keep records of their accom-
plished tasks and what remains to be done. 

 Affective variables include creating and main-
taining a positive attitude toward learning. Engaged 
learners value learning; by succeeding, they expe-
rience a sense of pride. They are strategic about 

learning and know how to keep themselves from 
becoming discouraged. For example, if they can-
not answer the easier questions on a test, they 
change their strategy by moving onto questions 
they can answer and reassuring themselves that 
they are making progress while internally check-
ing their understanding. 

 Self-effi cacy comes into play at all points in 
engaged learning. Prior to starting on a task, stu-
dents hold a sense of self-effi cacy for learning 
(Schunk,  1995  ) . Their self-effi cacy is substanti-
ated as they work on tasks and observe the prog-
ress being made toward their goal. Self-effi cacy 
helps to keep students motivated and engaged in 
learning activities. Students who feel effi cacious 
about learning but perceive that their progress is 
inadequate make adjustments to improve their 
learning (e.g., changing strategy, seeking help, 
improving one’s environment). Such modifi ca-
tions help foster engagement in learning.  

   Contextual Infl uences 

 As noted, self-effi cacy is affected by contextual 
factors such as familial, sociocultural, and educa-
tional infl uences that are critical for engaged 
learning. 

  Familial infl uences . Families infl uence self-effi -
cacy in different ways, such as through their capi-
tal.  Capital  includes resources and assets (Bradley 
& Corwyn,  2002  ) , primarily material resources 
(e.g., income), human resources (e.g., education), 
and social resources (e.g., networks).  Cultural 
capital  refers to the wealthy norm refl ected in an 
accumulation of specifi c types of knowledge, 
skills, and abilities that are acquired by families 
and valued in school settings (e.g., technological 
resources such as computers in the home; Yosso, 
 2005  ) . Children are motivated to learn when the 
home has activities and materials that arouse their 
curiosity and offer challenges that can be met 
(Schunk & Pajares,  2009  ) . Parents who are better 
educated and have social connections are apt to 
stress education and enroll their children in 
school and extramural programs that foster their 
self-effi cacy and learning. 
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 Families that foster a responsive and support-
ive environment, encourage exploration and 
stimulate curiosity, and facilitate learning experi-
ences accelerate their children’s intellectual 
development. Because mastery experiences con-
stitute a powerful source of self-effi cacy infor-
mation, parents who arrange for their children to 
experience mastery in concert with their personal 
interests are apt to develop effi cacious youngsters 
(Schunk & Pajares,  2009  ) . Activities conducive 
to learning may include playing a musical instru-
ment or a sport in which children have the free-
dom to explore. In contrast, parents can negatively 
affect their children’s academic competence and 
achievement through such behaviors as providing 
rewards extrinsic to academic tasks, making 
unrealistic demands, avoiding confl ict arising 
from learning expectations, and not valuing self-
directed learning (Borkowski & Thorpe,  1994  ) . 

 Another means of infl uence is vicariously 
through role models. Family members who model 
ways to cope with diffi culties, persistence, and 
effort strengthen their children’s self-effi cacy. 
Family members also provide persuasive informa-
tion. Parents who encourage their children to try 
different activities as appropriate to their ages 
facilitate their capability for welcoming challenges 
and meeting them (Schunk & Pajares,  2009  ) . 

 The plight of delayed adulthood affects self-
effi cacy as well. Western societies now have a 
longer transition to adulthood and thus a pro-
longed time for youth to fi nish school, become 
employed, and start families (Settersten & Ray, 
 2010  ) . Youth from impoverished backgrounds do 
not meet these adult milestones at the same rate 
as their more privileged peers. Modern families 
can experience undue stress where their youth 
remain semidependent for different types of 
assistance. Youth from low-income families 
receive approximately 70% less material assis-
tance than those in the top quarter of the income 
distribution (Settersten & Ray,  2010 ). 

  Sociocultural infl uences . A major factor associ-
ated with self-effi cacy and achievement is socio-
economic status. Borkowski and Thorpe  (  1994  )  
reviewed empirical studies and found that 
 students from lower-income families tend to lack 

positive visions of themselves over time and as 
related to school, career, and life. Metacognitive 
processing of information and development are 
fostered as longer-term goals are formed (e.g., 
“future time perspective”), and self-schemas 
(e.g., “possible selves”) are imagined (Borkowski 
& Thorpe,  1994 ; Shell & Husman,  2001  ) . Future 
time perspective is not a self-schema per se, but 
these two concepts share similarities. Notably, 
future time perspective is implicit in an individu-
al’s capability for projecting possible selves into 
the near and distant future (Miller & Brickman, 
 2004 ; Shell & Husman,  2001 ; Simons, Vansteen-
kiste, Lens, & Lacante,  2004  ) . 

 For example, students who relate to their school 
subjects in the context of what they want to become 
(e.g., lawyer, teacher) improve their mental com-
petence and engagement in learning goals and 
tasks (Shell & Husman,  2001  ) . Based on their 
study involving almost 200 primarily White under-
graduate students, Shell and Husman found that 
students’ future time beliefs (i.e., relative impor-
tance of attaining immediate versus long-term 
future outcomes) were associated with higher self-
effi cacy, achievement, and study time and effort. 

 Youth and children from different sociocul-
tural backgrounds must be guided to express 
future-oriented conceptions of themselves (pos-
sible selves) and of society (Borkowski & Thorpe, 
 1994  ) . The idea is that the present self imagines 
the future, envisioning a future self to orient cur-
rent choices and behaviors. Notably, short- and 
long-range goals are critical building blocks for 
the development of possible selves, which repre-
sent goals and opportunities for making execu-
tive decisions about the future (Borkowski & 
Thorpe,  1994 ; Oyserman & James,  2009  ) . 
Teachers who have a future time perspective can 
infl uence engagement and motivate students by 
explaining the “future importance of their present 
behavior” in fostering ideas of development, 
identity, and community (Simons et al.,  2004 , 
p. 122). While student goal setting needs to be 
clear and specifi c, future goals—and especially their 
anticipated benefi ts—also play a role in motiva-
tion (Bandura,  1986  ) . Optimal outcomes can be 
increased where students understand that their 
“current task engagement is instrumental to attain 
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a future goal” (Simons et al., p. 122). Intrinsic 
benefi ts (e.g., personal development) and extrin-
sic benefi ts (e.g., career satisfaction) can increase 
overall motivation by way of instructional inter-
ventions that change individuals’ limited attitudes 
toward their future and time. 

 Teachers engage their students by taking into 
account each individual’s capacity to think about 
the future and by being attuned to their discovery 
process. One direction for personal development 
involves integrating the meaning or instrumental 
value of activities into one’s concept of self 
(Husman & Lens,  1999  ) . Importantly, as Miller 
and Brickman  (  2004  )  attest, teachers exert socio-
cultural infl uence as role models when they help 
students understand what possibilities can be 
acted upon in their environment and when they 
assist with problem-solving in such areas as lim-
ited knowledge of one’s context and goal setting 
for achieving future goals. On the other hand, 
teachers must be aware of students’ impressions 
of or beliefs about negative teacher bias and/or 
obstacles to learning. Teachers can exert a positive 
infl uence by changing the classroom environ-
ment, modifying their instructional or interper-
sonal strategies, or addressing students’ individual 
goals (Miller & Brickman,  2004 ). 

 Possible selves is a concept that places value 
on unrealized but better selves and habits or ori-
entations that learners wish to possess. Habits 
such as persistence, fl exibility, and civic centering 
are high-level ideas that should be integrated in 
the early stages of students’ education (Settersten 
& Ray,  2010  ) . Because a gap exists between the 
present self that dwells on what is and the possi-
ble self on what can be, individuals mentally 
strain to see the future. In a 5-year study of the 
motivational levels of Native Americans and 
White Americans, McInerney, Hinkley, Dowson, 
and Van Etten  (  1998  )  found that middle school-
ers generally experienced diffi culty in imagining 
the future (e.g., employability and other long-
term goals). Students may need to be encouraged 
to connect their present and future goals by deter-
mining an instrumental route to the future 
(McInerney,  2004  ) . McInerney et al.  (  1998  )  
found that some of the middle schoolers, by the 
time they reached high school, became more 

receptive to imagining their futures and project-
ing themselves into colleges and jobs. 

 Peers constitute another sociocultural infl u-
ence. With development, peers become important 
infl uences on self-effi cacy (Schunk & Meece, 
 2006  ) . Parents who steer their children toward 
effi cacious peers provide opportunities for vicari-
ous increases in self-effi cacy. When children 
observe their peers succeed, they are likely to 
experience higher self-effi cacy and motivation. 

 Social infl uence also operates through  peer 
networks , or groups of friends and others with 
whom students associate. Students who belong to 
networks tend to be similar (Cairns, Cairns, & 
Neckerman,  1989  ) , which enhances the likeli-
hood of infl uence by modeling. Networks help 
defi ne students’ opportunities for interactions and 
observations of others’ interactions, as well as 
their access to activities. Over time, network 
members tend to become even more similar, as in 
the case of racially and psychologically identifi ed 
members. Some researchers, such as Arroyo and 
Zigler  (  1995  )  who studied African American and 
White peer groups in urban high schools, have 
found that the “racial identifi cation” can “impact 
academic achievement and affective states” 
where members believe that others hold a nega-
tive perception of their group (p. 912). The 
African American participants reported having 
lessened their identifi cation and engagement with 
their racial group, concerned about jeopardizing 
the approval of nonmembers. 

 Peer groups promote motivational socializa-
tion when perceived in reassuring ways. Changes 
in children’s motivation across the school year are 
predicted by their peer group membership 
(Kindermann, McCollam, & Gibson,  1996  ) . 
Children affi liated with highly motivated groups 
change positively, whereas those in less motivated 
groups change negatively. Steinberg, Brown, and 
Dornbusch  (  1996  )  tracked students throughout 
their high school years, fi nding that those with 
similar grades but affi liated with academically 
oriented crowds achieved more than those affi li-
ated with less academically inclined peers. Peer 
group academic socialization can infl uence the 
academic self-effi cacy of individual members and 
their groups (Schunk & Pajares,  2009  ) . 
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 Another infl uence on academic self-effi cacy is 
perceived stress and anxiety. Stress has the poten-
tial to depress students’ self-effi cacy, especially 
among disadvantaged college populations (e.g., 
nontraditional, immigrant, and minority; Zajacova 
et al.,  2005  )  and urban high school students 
(Gillock & Reyes,  1999  ) . Although stress affects 
performance, self-effi cacy has been shown to be 
the stronger infl uence, as demonstrated by Pajares 
and Kranzler  (  1995  )  who found that mathe-
matics anxiety exerted a weaker infl uence than 
self-effi cacy on high school students’ mathemati-
cal performances. Zajacova et al. assessed self-
effi cacy and the stress of freshmen immigrant 
and minority college students. While they found 
that social stress did not seem to have a negative 
effect on the students’ GPA and credits, stress did 
seem to have an effect, albeit marginal, on persis-
tence and enrollment. 

 Researchers have emphasized the important 
role of self-effi cacy in alleviating the effect of 
stressors on perceived stress and academic suc-
cess (Pajares & Kranzler,  1995 ; Zajacova et al., 
 2005  ) . Minority and immigrant students experi-
ence “acculturative stress,” making them more 
susceptible to social stress than native-born and 
White students (Zajacova et al.,  2005 ). For such 
reasons, King  (  2005  )  argued that despite the 
increasing diversity within their classrooms, 
many African American and Hispanic students 
feel disengaged and culturally segregated. 

  Educational infl uences . Self-effi cacy has been 
explored in various educational domains and 
among individuals differing in age, developmen-
tal level, and cultural background. Researchers 
have established that self-effi cacy infl uences 
individuals’ motivation, achievement, and self-
regulation (Bandura,  1997 ; Pajares,  1997 ; Schunk 
& Pajares,  2009 ; Stajkovic & Luthans,  1998  ) . 
Multon, Brown, and Lent  (  1991  )  found that self-
effi cacy accounted for 14% of the variance in 
academic performance. Stajkovic and Luthans 
( 1998 ) determined that self-effi cacy resulted in a 
28% gain in performance. Schunk  (  1981  )  obtained 
evidence that self-effi cacy exerted a direct effect 
on children’s achievement and persistence in 
mathematics. Additionally, Pajares and Kranzler 

 (  1995  )  found that mathematics self-effi cacy had a 
direct effect on performance and that it mediated 
the infl uence of mental ability on performance. 

 Experimental research has shown that instruc-
tional and social practices that convey to students 
that they are making progress and becoming 
competent learners raise self-effi cacy, motiva-
tion, and achievement (Schunk & Pajares,  2009  ) . 
Some benefi cial instructional and social practices 
are having students pursue proximal and specifi c 
goals, using social models in instruction, provid-
ing feedback indicating competence, having stu-
dents self-monitor and evaluate their learning 
progress, and teaching students to use metacogni-
tive strategies while learning (Coutinho,  2008 ; 
Schunk & Ertmer,  2000  ) . Other benefi ts on stu-
dents’ self-effi cacy occur from role models who 
provide encouragement of and high expectations 
for achievement, a feeling of control over and 
empowerment within one’s environment, and 
rewards for doing well in school (Jonson-Reid, 
Davis, Saunders, Williams, & Williams,  2005 ; 
Miller & Brickman,  2004  ) . 

 Research also shows that competence beliefs 
such as self-effi cacy, as well as academic motiva-
tion, often decline as students advance through 
school (Eccles, Wigfi eld, & Schiefele,  1998 ; 
Jacobs, Lanza, Osgood, Eccles, & Wigfi eld, 
 2002  ) . However, a few studies caution that the 
attitudinal and developmental patterns of young 
adolescents defy tidy summarization (McInerney, 
 2004  ) . This widely reported decline has been 
attributed to such factors as increased competi-
tion, more norm-referenced grading, less teacher 
attention on individual student progress, and 
stresses associated with school transitions 
(Schunk & Meece,  2006  ) . These and other school 
problems, including teacher bias and obstacles to 
learning (Miller & Brickman,  2004  ) , can nega-
tively affect the development of academic self-
effi cacy, especially among those who are poorly 
prepared to cope with academic challenges and 
fi rst-generation college students (i.e., those whose 
parents are not college graduates; Majer,  2009  ) . 
Rigid sequences of instruction frustrate some stu-
dents, and lower-ability groupings can weaken 
the self-effi cacy of members. Classrooms in 
which students are allowed to socially compare 
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their work can have the unintended effect of low-
ering self-effi cacy for those who judge them-
selves defi cient. 

 Periods of transition in schooling also can 
affect self-effi cacy (Schunk & Meece,  2006  ) . 
Because elementary students remain with the 
same teacher and peers for most of the day, teach-
ers can better provide focused attention and feed-
back on their individual progress. In middle 
school, though, children move among rooms for 
subjects and are exposed to new peers. Learning 
often is rote, evaluation becomes normative, and 
teacher attention to individual progress lessens 
(McInerney,  2004  ) . The expanded social refer-
ence group and the shift in evaluation standards 
require students to reassess their academic capa-
bilities and regulate their learning, which can 
lower self-effi cacy for some. 

 Educational infl uences on self-effi cacy also 
vary depending on the sociodemographics of the 
institution. Allen  (  1992  )  reviewed studies that 
investigated educational advantage and disad-
vantage as linked to type of institution and race. 
While historically Black colleges and universi-
ties (HBCUs) have fewer educational resources 
than many predominately White institutions, the 
self-effi cacy and competence of African American 
students at HBCUs often is higher. For example, 
they earn higher grades and are more academi-
cally socialized, better psychologically adjusted, 
and more culturally aware than their counterparts 
at White institutions. On White college cam-
puses, African American males may display 
lower academic motivation, in contrast with 
African American females, whereas at HBCUs, 
African American males exhibit less anxiety 
about their peer networks and role. The African 
American females’ experience on White cam-
puses is thought to be mixed, though, with accel-
eration in their assertiveness and competence due 
to a decrease in the need to cultivate relationships 
with same-race males, on the one hand, and feeling 
socially isolated and even ostracized, on the other. 
Hence, educational institutions can play a signifi -
cant role in the acculturative stress and adapta-
tion of culturally ethnic and disadvantaged 
students.  

   Self-Effi cacy and Underachievement 

 The role of self-effi cacy in student underachieve-
ment and dropout is receiving much attention 
(Alexander, Entwisle, & Kabbani,  2001 ; Hardre 
& Reeve,  2003 ; Lee & Burkam,  2003 ; Rumberger 
& Thomas,  2000  ) . Factors contributing to under-
achievement and dropout are varied. These 
include poorly developed academic and social 
skills, little interest in school subjects, classrooms 
that stress competition and ability social compari-
sons, low perceived value of school learning, little 
sense of belonging or relatedness to the school 
environment, and no sense of purpose or vision of 
the future (Alexander et al.,  2001 ; McInerney, 
 2004 ; Meece, Anderman, & Anderman,  2006 ; 
Wentzel,  2005  ) . Students’ involvement and par-
ticipation in school depend in part on how much 
the environment promotes their perceptions of 
autonomy and relatedness, which in turn can 
infl uence self-effi cacy and achievement (Hymel, 
Comfort, Schonert-Reichl, & McDougall,  1996  ) . 
Parents, teachers, and peers affect students’ feel-
ings of autonomy and relatedness, and peer groups 
exert increasing infl uence during adolescence 
(Kindermann,  2007 ; Steinberg et al.,  1996  ) . 

 We have discussed how low self-effi cacy can 
weaken motivation and lessen engagement in 
learning. But high self-effi cacy does not automat-
ically translate into strong motivation and deep 
engagement. Students who feel effi cacious about 
learning but disconnected from the school envi-
ronment or mainstream society may be unmoti-
vated and disengaged. Families supporting youth 
who have low motivation to succeed and who are 
disengaged from school, other educational insti-
tutions, and military and service programs are 
particularly burdened. Families with low incomes 
and educational levels would benefi t from new 
kinds of institutions that can help fulfi ll this nec-
essary role of provider and motivator, as well as 
civic pathway to lifelong success (Gibbons & 
Shoffner,  2004 ; Settersten & Ray,  2010  ) . 

 Socially, structurally, and historically, students 
who have been socialized through caste systems 
(i.e., segregated schools and neighborhoods) 
have had to overcome multiple challenges to 
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nourish developing belief systems that support 
achievement and self-effi cacy (Cuban,  2010  ) . 
Disadvantaged students’ academic self-effi cacy 
and engagement are “deeply entangled in histo-
ries of segregation, desegregation, and resegrega-
tion” (Cuban,  2010 , p. 204), and the negative 
consequences of school desegregation on Black 
families have been documented (Horsford,  2010  ) . 
Cuban’s analysis of school district reforms and 
leadership is associated with failed initiatives 
across the USA. Given the discriminatory forces 
at work in socially stratifi ed hierarchical systems, 
lower socioeconomic status and personal cogni-
tive defi cits, then, are only part of a multifaceted 
problem that drives underachievement and 
engagement. Other researchers also have viewed 
the poor academic performance of students of 
color, particularly African Americans and 
Hispanics, as perpetuated by systems of inequity 
and other social ills that make academic efforts 
seem futile and penalizing (Horsford,  2010 ). To 
succeed academically and vocationally in main-
stream communities, disadvantaged students have 
had to minimize their associations with same-
race peers, unlike privileged White students 
(Arroyo & Zigler,  1995 ; Cuban,  2010  ) . 

 Intervention as seen in the forms of social 
policies and second-chance programs have been 
in effect for years; however, many of these are 
restrictive in scope and problem-based, not devel-
opmental (Bloom,  2010  ) . They often have not 
assessed students’ self-effi cacy. These programs 
should also focus on ethnic identity issues and 
prevention orientation at the high school level or 
earlier to not only be more effective but also have 
a lasting effect (Bloom,  2010 ). Engagement strat-
egies for assisting high-risk dropout populations 
(e.g., immigrants, disabled, young mothers, fos-
ter care youth, and youth offenders) include iden-
tity development, paid work, internships, job 
training, community service, and life skills. 

 Some of these components appear to be 
evidenced in YouthBuild and Service and 
Conservation Corps, and other programs. The 
Challenge and City Year programs engage partici-
pants in residential building projects and team-
based civic work. For high school and middle 
school students, the Advancement Via Individual 
Determination (AVID) program found in 45 US 

states and 15 countries prepares students, includ-
ing fi rst-generation populations, for 4-year col-
leges (Chapel Hill–Carrboro City Schools,  2009  ) . 
Strategies that the AVID program uses include 
developing analytic thinking, improving organi-
zational skills, providing tutoring support, and 
exposing students to higher education institutions, 
all of which have the potential of raising 
self-effi cacy and motivation. We suspect that these 
programs might benefi t from thorough evaluation 
of their effect on participants’ self-effi cacy. 
Studies of community college students indicate 
that success interventions are necessary for facili-
tating the academic self-effi cacy of diverse fi rst-
generation students (Majer,  2009  ) . 

 Despite the importance of such societal inter-
ventions, their degree of effectiveness has yet to 
be established. Some postdropout programs 
select the most motivated and competent indi-
viduals, making high-risk dropouts especially 
diffi cult to engage in any organized way (Bloom, 
 2010  ) . While the long-term effects of such pro-
grams are unknown, consolidated efforts across 
communities and the USA are needed. Such pro-
grams would gain from becoming more inclu-
sive, cohesive, and intensive enough to engage 
youth over a long period.   

   Future Research Directions 

 There is much evidence that self-effi cacy relates 
to achievement outcomes including motivation 
and engagement. Students who hold a sense of 
self-effi cacy for learning and performing well are 
apt to be engaged, competent learners. 

 But our discussion also raises many issues. 
We recommend more research, especially on 
contextual factors and infl uences, students from 
different cultures, and high-performing schools. 

   Contextual Infl uences on Self-Effi cacy 

 Self-effi cacy—a personal factor—can affect and 
be infl uenced by contextual factors. Enhancing 
students’ self-effi cacy, motivation, and engage-
ment requires that we understand how contextual 
variables operate. 
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 We have noted that school transitions (e.g., 
middle school to high school) bring about many 
changes in learning contexts. Research is needed 
that explores which contextual factors affect self-
effi cacy and how students combine the infl uences 
of these new contexts with their prior experiences 
to arrive at self-effi cacy judgments. New practi-
cal knowledge can inform the design of effective 
learning environments at school, home, and 
elsewhere. 

 Social factors are crucial. Students who lack a 
sense of belonging within their school environ-
ment are at risk for underachievement and dropout. 
Research on factors that affect students’ sense of 
belonging will suggest ways to improve their self-
effi cacy and engagement in learning. For example, 
one self-effi cacy-enhancing strategy involves acti-
vating possible selves by envisioning one’s future 
and understanding the links between present and 
later goals (Borkowski & Thorpe,  1994 ; Jonson-
Reid et al.,  2005  ) . Thus, high school students who 
want to become medical doctors might picture 
themselves using science and mathematics in their 
work as doctors, which underscores the impor-
tance of their studying in their current courses. We 
encourage probing of academic self-effi cacy 
among African American students and other non-
White student populations. Research can investi-
gate their self-conceptions and possible selves, 
perceived infl uences on their self-images and 
learning, and experiences of academic identifi ca-
tion and disassociation (Kerpelman, Eryigit, & 
Stephens,  2008  ) . 

 Political factors are yet another important 
contextual variable. For example, school districts 
have been urged to systematically analyze the 
effects of policies aimed at increasing student 
achievement (Cuban,  2010  ) . Studies of changes 
in test scores by both racial and socioeconomic 
status need to follow from district-level policy 
implementation, with a focus on students’ self-
effi cacy resulting from standardized testing. As 
another example, districts will need to anticipate 
the effect on student self-effi cacy of new assign-
ment plans that enforce attendance zones closer 
to students’ homes. Critics argue that such initia-
tives undermine achievement by resegregating 
schools and confi ning ethnic students to their 
own neighborhoods (Cuban,  2010 ).  

   Cross-Cultural Research 

 More needs to be known about students from dif-
ferent cultures and countries. Most self-effi cacy 
studies have focused on students from the USA 
without suffi cient attention on issues of diversity, 
especially as related to learning and engagement. 
Cross-cultural studies will expand understanding 
of the operation and generality of self-effi cacy. 
Klassen’s  (  2004b  )  review of 20 cross-cultural 
studies found that although self-effi cacy was 
lower for non-Western students (e.g., Asian and 
Asian-immigrant students) than for Western stu-
dents (e.g., Western Europe, Canada, USA), the 
more modest self-effi cacy expressed by non-
Western students predicted academic outcomes 
better than the higher self-effi cacy of Western 
students. Klassen posited that immigration status 
and political factors can modify the mean self-
effi cacy of a cultural group. 

 Research that focuses on culturally ethnic 
students’ experiences at different types of institu-
tions is also needed, especially when unemploy-
ment and underemployment are on the increase 
(Allen,  1992  ) . Hand in hand with this focus is 
that of social policies and programs that can 
address in a more specifi c way not only the lower 
achievement and higher attrition for African 
American college students but also what types of 
interventions and resources foster ethnic stu-
dents’ self-effi cacy and success (Allen,  1992 ). 
As Jonson-Reid et al.  (  2005  )  attest, given that 
research on self-effi cacy has mostly focused on 
White students at predominately White institu-
tions, we need a better understanding of African 
American youths’ sense of self-effi cacy, in addi-
tion to strategies that foster a belief in the value 
of education. 

 Cultural dimensions such as individualism 
and collectivism may infl uence the relation of 
self-effi cacy to academic outcomes (Oettingen & 
Zosuls,  2006  ) . Kim and Park  (  2006  )  argued that 
theories that emphasize individualistic values—
such as self-effi cacy—cannot explain the high 
achievement of East Asian students. Instead, the 
Confucian-based socialization practices that pro-
mote close parent–child relationships seem 
responsible for high levels of self-regulatory, 
relational, and social effi cacy. In these cultures, 
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relational effi cacy (i.e., perceived competence in 
family and social relations), as well as social sup-
port from parents, may infl uence students’ aca-
demic performances. Self-effi cacy may be more 
other-oriented in some non-Western (particularly 
Asian) cultures than in Western cultures (Klassen, 
 2004a  ) . In short, cross-cultural research has 
implications for educational practices, especially 
given the infl ux of immigrants in US schools.  

   Self-Effi cacy in High-Performing 
Schools 

 High-performing schools create a positive envi-
ronment for learning and support teachers and 
students so that learning can occur. The literature 
on high-performing schools focuses on their 
effects on student achievement and teacher satis-
faction (Muncey & McQuillan,  1993 ; Sizer, 
 1992  ) . We recommend that self-effi cacy research-
ers devote attention to the features of high-per-
forming schools that contribute to students’ and 
teachers’ self-effi cacy. 

 Some characteristics of high-performing 
schools that should have positive effects on self-
effi cacy are parental involvement, supportive 
learning environments, and smooth transitions 
between grades and levels (Maehr & Midgley, 
 1996 ; Muncey & McQuillan,  1993 ; Sizer,  1992  ) . 
Research directions include examining the infl u-
ence of these and other factors to determine how 
they create and build self-effi cacy for learners. 

 Another area deserving attention is the self-
effi cacy of low-income students who have transi-
tioned to better schools and are being socialized 
in new surroundings within school districts that 
favor economic integration. Kahlenberg  (  2004  )  
contended that lower-income students who attend 
middle-class and high-performing schools can 
feel out of place because their peers have clearer 
goals for their learning and are better prepared 
and more academically engaged. The culture of 
the school is unfamiliar to the lower-income pop-
ulation in other respects as well, in that parents 
are likely more active in the school’s programs, 
and teachers generally are better qualifi ed. Ways 
to raise the self-effi cacy of low-income students 

in such environments could benefi t from research 
that is attuned to this practical focus.   

   Conclusion 

 Social cognitive theory stresses learning from the 
social environment. The conceptual focus of 
Bandura’s theory postulates reciprocal interac-
tions among personal, behavioral, and social/
environmental factors. Self-effi cacy is a critical 
personal factor that can affect motivation, engage-
ment, learning, and achievement. Self-effi cacy is 
shaped by personal, cultural, and social factors, 
making learning and achievement complex socio-
cultural phenomena. 

 Attention to ways of building students’ skills 
and self-effi cacy will help more learners become 
academically motivated and engaged in learning. 
These outcomes should help to diminish the 
pervasive problem of student underachievement 
and dropout. Important questions remain to be 
addressed by researchers and school leaders, 
which will refi ne theory, expand practical knowl-
edge, and help prepare better-educated citizens. 
Finally, we urge legislators to advocate more 
strongly for interventions that promote student 
success, with the goals of alleviating the nation’s 
dropout problem and increasing educational 
opportunities for all youth.      
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  Abstract 

 Educators have long been interested in understanding the variables or 
 factors underlying student motivation and desire to engage in and regulate 
their academic behaviors. In this chapter, we delineate a social-cognitive 
theoretical framework of self-regulatory engagement that integrates a set 
of highly related yet distinctive constructs such as motivation, engage-
ment, and metacognition. Central to our self-regulation framework is a 
cyclical feedback loop, a process that operates in a temporal sequence 
(before, during, and after a learning activity) and is largely cognitive in 
nature. We also draw a distinction between the “will” of students to engage 
in learning and the “skill” with which they regulate or self-manage their 
level of engagement. The historical evolution and the conceptual and 
empirical advantages of cyclical feedback loops will be emphasized along 
with a description of various academic intervention programs designed to 
teach “cyclical” thinking and strategic behaviors to academically at-risk 
students. Finally, an innovative alternative assessment approach, called 
self-regulated learning microanalysis, is presented to illustrate how 
researchers and practitioners can reliably and accurately capture students’ 
regulatory engagement in particular contexts and settings.    
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      A Cyclical Self-Regulatory Account 
of Student Engagement: Theoretical 
Foundations and Applications       

     Timothy   J.   Cleary          and    Barry   J.   Zimmerman           

   Introduction    

 Educators have long been interested in under-
standing the factors underlying student motiva-
tion or desire to engage and regulate their 
academic behaviors and functioning. In fact, 
recent survey research shows that school psychol-
ogists and regular and special education teachers 
report student motivation, self-regulatory skills, 
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and self-determination to be critical professional 
development areas of interest (Agran, Snow, & 
Swaner,  1999 ; Cleary,  2009 ; Cleary & 
Zimmerman,  2006 ; Coalition for Psychology in 
Schools and Education,  2006  ) . This line of 
research further indicates that these areas are 
important to school-based professionals because 
of the relatively high frequency with which they 
encounter youth exhibiting these defi cits as well 
as their lack of formal training and clinical 
skills to work effectively with disengaged or 
poorly regulated youth (Cleary,  2009 ; Cleary, 
Gubi, & Prescott,  2010a ; Wehmeyer, Agran, & 
Hughes,  2000  ) . Although different lines of 
research separately target constructs such as 
self-regulation, engagement, and motivation, it 
is important to note that these types of con-
structs are highly related and complementary. 
As a result, presenting a theoretical framework 
integrating all of these terms can be quite valu-
able and informative to both researchers and 
practitioners. Accordingly, a primary goal of 
this manuscript is to delineate a theoretical 
framework that integrates motivation, engage-
ment, and self-regulation to describe the pro-
cess through which students initiate and sustain 
a high level of investment in school-based learn-
ing activities. 

 Historically, engaged students have been 
defi ned as those who “concentrate on their work, 
are enthusiastic about it, and are deeply interested 
in academic content” (Pressley & McCormick, 
 1995 , p. 328). More recently, researchers have 
conceptualized engagement as a multidimen-
sional concept that extends across various behav-
ioral, academic, cognitive, and emotional or 
psychological domains (Christenson et al.,  2008 ; 
Fredricks, Blumenfeld, & Paris,  2004  ) . 
Christenson and colleagues have argued that 
these broadly defi ned engagement categories can 
be further understood as either an observable 
indicator, such as academic (e.g., task comple-
tion, work productivity) and behavioral engage-
ment (e.g., class participation), or as an internal 
process, such as students’ self-refl ection and 
evaluation of the effectiveness of a learning 
strategy (i.e., cognitive engagement) or their 

perceptions of connectedness and belongingness 
to school (i.e., affective or emotional engage-
ment). Christenson’s engagement model also 
posits that these observable and covert forms of 
engagement are best understood within the social 
context or milieu in which they occur. Thus, the 
extent to which students engage in learning activ-
ities may vary depending on the classroom envi-
ronments or school contexts in which they learn 
– a key similarity with many self-regulation mod-
els (Boekaerts, Pintrich, & Zeidner,  2000  ) . 

 Although engagement is a broad multidimen-
sional construct, we will devote particular atten-
tion to cognitive engagement, that is, the process 
through which students become cognitively and 
strategically invested in learning. As with most 
defi nitions of engagement reported in the litera-
ture, cognitive engagement is a loosely defi ned 
construct encapsulating students’ use of cogni-
tive strategies and regulatory processes and or 
the extent to which their perceptions of interest 
and value stimulate their attention and immersion 
into the learning process (Bandura,  1986 ; Corno 
& Mandinach,  1983 ; Eccles & Wigfi eld,  2002 ; 
Pintrich & de Groot,  1990  ) . Although these gen-
eral depictions of cognitive engagement provide 
clear examples of what a cognitively engaged 
student might look like, they do not comprehen-
sively describe the dynamic process through 
which students initially become engaged in learn-
ing and sustain this level of investment over time. 
From our perspective, self-regulation theories 
can address this conceptual gap because such 
models delineate a clearly defi ned “process” 
account of student learning, emphasizing the role 
of cognitive and metacognitive subprocesses as 
well as the related motivation beliefs impacting 
these processes (Zimmerman & Cleary,  2006 ; 
Zimmerman & Labuhn,  2011  ) . 

   Self-Regulation, Cognitive Engagement, 
and Motivation 

 Self-regulation researchers have long been inter-
ested in studying the mechanisms through which 
individuals engage in strategic thinking or the 
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manner in which they cognitively manage their 
learning (Bandura,  1986 ; Boekaerts et al.,  2000 ; 
Carver & Scheier,  2000 ; Winne & Perry,  2000  ) . 
The self-regulation literature is replete with theo-
retical frameworks explaining cognitive engage-
ment, although most models differ in terms of 
essential processes, sources of motivation, and 
impact of social environment (Mace, Belfi ore, & 
Hutchinson,  2001 ; Puustinen & Pulkkinen,  2001 ; 
Weinstein, Husman, & Dierking,  2000 ; Winne & 
Hadwin,  1998 ; Zimmerman & Schunk,  2001  ) . 
For example, operant theories typically empha-
size reinforcement as a key motivational infl uence 
on regulatory behaviors, whereas phenomeno-
logical perspectives highlight self-actualization 
as the major driving force (Mace et al.,  2001 ; 
McCombs,  2001  ) . Furthermore, information 
processing theorists pay particular attention to 
how individuals process, store, and transfer infor-
mation through the use of cognitive strategies 
and tactics (Winne & Hadwin), whereas social-
cognitive theoretical models tend to highlight 
individuals’ self-motivational beliefs, such as 
self-effi cacy, task interest and value, and goal ori-
entation, as well as the types of self-evaluations, 
attributions, and self-reactions students make fol-
lowing learning (Bandura,  1997 ; Pintrich,  2000 ; 
Schunk,  2001  ) . 

 Despite these differences, several researchers 
have noted the conceptual overlap among these 
models. In fact, Puustinen and Pulkkinen  (  2001  )  
noted, “In sum, the differences in the defi nitions 
become blurred and when one examines the mod-
els in more detail, suggesting that it is the relative 
weight given to the component parts, more than 
the components themselves, that varies from one 
model to another” (p. 280). Of particular impor-
tance to our attempt to link the constructs of cog-
nitive engagement and self-regulated learning 
(SRL) is that most theorists describe self-regula-
tion in terms of a cyclical feedback loop that is 
largely cognitive in nature (Schmitz & Wiese, 
 2006 ; Schunk,  2001 ; Winne,  2001 ; Zimmerman, 
 2000  ) . These loops tend to function in a temporal 
sequence (i.e., before, during, and after dimen-
sions) as students engage in specifi c academic 
tasks. For example, to understand the SRL 

engagement of a student attempting to solve 
algebraic expression problems, researchers 
would seek to examine the extent to which this 
student plans or approaches these types of prob-
lems (before), directs attention to use and moni-
tor specifi c strategies while solving math problems 
(during), and uses internal or external feedback to 
refl ect on the effectiveness of their strategies 
(after). Although the phases of this sequential 
feedback loop have been labeled in different 
ways, such as preaction, action, and postaction 
(Schmitz & Wiese,  2006 ) or forethought, perfor-
mance control, and self-refl ection (Zimmerman, 
 2000 ), they all delineate a strategic process of 
thinking that guides planning, performance, and 
evaluation to optimize academic success. 

 In this manuscript, we seek to accomplish 
several objectives. First, we highlight the primary 
features of a social-cognitive account of SRL 
engagement, emphasizing a cyclical feedback 
loop as the key foundational component. 
Although self-regulation clearly involves the 
integration of cognition, affect, behavior, and 
environmental factors, our model of engagement 
will be discussed primarily relative to the cogni-
tive and metacognitive dimensions. Accordingly, 
we use the terms SRL engagement and cognitive 
engagement interchangeably throughout the 
manuscript. 

 Our second objective involves highlighting 
the connection between student motivation and 
self-regulation. In our model, we include motiva-
tion and self-regulation as a set of interrelated 
processes operating within a single framework. 
Social cognitive researchers have described 
motivation as a process in which goal-directed 
behavior is initiated and sustained (Schunk, 
Pintrich, & Meece,  2008  ) . Motivation has often 
been operationally defi ned in behavioral terms, 
such as effort, persistence, and choice of activi-
ties (Multon, Brown, & Lent,  1991 ; Schunk, 
 1981 ; Zimmerman,  1995  ) . In our account, these 
motivated behaviors are distinguished from the 
motivation beliefs, such as self-effi cacy, task 
interest, and goal orientation, which infl uence 
such behaviors. Thus,  students’ beliefs of per-
sonal capabilities and their interest in learning do 
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not only infl uence one’s behavioral engagement 
or investment in learning but also the extent to 
which one engages  cognitively in the cyclical 
feedback loop of self-regulation (Zimmerman & 
Cleary,  2006  ) . In essence, our model of self-
regulated learning engagement distinguishes 
between the “will” of student to engage in learn-
ing (as highlighted by self-motivation beliefs) 
and the “skill” with which one regulates or self-
manages his or her level of engagement (as 
described by the cyclical loop). 

 Third, we provide some illustrative examples 
of school-based academic interventions that 
directly teach students this strategic cycle of 
thought and action as they perform different aca-
demic activities, such as writing, performing 
math, or studying. Fourth, we detail an alterna-
tive assessment methodology called SRL micro-
analysis, specifi cally designed to capture the 
dynamic, context-specifi c dimension of cognitive 
engagement. Finally, we highlight key areas of 
future research.   

   Overview of a Social-Cognitive 
Perspective of Engagement 

 Our model of cognitive engagement is grounded 
in a social-cognitive perspective of self-regulated 
functioning. In general, social-cognitive theory 
places primary importance on reciprocal deter-
minism; that is, human functioning involves 
reciprocal interactions among environment, per-
son (beliefs, affect), and behavior. Bandura 
argued, however, that cognition, and in particular 
an individual’s beliefs of personal agency or effi -
cacy, is the primary factor underlying the proac-
tive and self-directed nature of human behavior 
(Bandura,  1986,   2001  ) . Bandura also empha-
sized that humans will use various types of cog-
nitive processes to regulate their behaviors and 
performance, such as self-observation, self-judg-
ments, and self-reactions. Thus, from this per-
spective, in order to understand the nature or 
causal impetus underlying students’ investment 
in learning, one needs to consider these cognitive 
variables. 

 Consistent with recent models of engagement, 
social-cognitive theorists emphasize situation 
dependence or context specifi city (Bandura, 
 1997 ; Christenson et al.,  2008 ; Urdan & Midgley, 
 2003  ) . Thus, the extent to which students become 
cognitively or strategically immersed in learning 
activities will vary across academic settings and 
situational demands. This premise has been estab-
lished empirically (Cleary & Chen,  2009 ; Hadwin, 
Winne, Stockley, Nesbit, & Woszczyna,  2001 ; 
Urdan & Midgley,  2003 ; Winne & Jaimeson-
Noel,  2002  ) . For example, Hadwin et al.  (  2001  )  
found that the types of strategies that students 
employ during learning varied across three types 
of academic tasks – reading for learning, com-
pleting a brief essay, and studying for an exam. 
Furthermore, Cleary and Chen found that the 
relationship between student motivation and self-
regulation with math achievement was stronger in 
more demanding and academically challenging 
learning contexts than in less demanding settings 
(e.g., honors versus regular math courses). 

 Of particular relevance to our model of 
engagement is that social-cognitive models 
emphasize the importance of cyclical feedback 
loops. As will be discussed in the following sec-
tion, cyclical feedback loops are particularly 
useful because they underscore the essential 
processes that prompt individuals to initiate and 
sustain cognitive engagement during learning 
(Cleary, Zimmerman, & Keating,  2006 ; Schunk, 
 2001  ) . We now turn to presenting a formal defi ni-
tion of SRL engagement as well as the historical 
evolution of the cyclical model serving as the 
centerpiece of this defi nition. 

   SRL Engagement as a Cyclical 
Feedback Loop 

 Social-cognitive researchers have defi ned self-
regulation as self-generated thoughts, feelings, 
and behaviors that are strategically oriented or 
directed toward the attainment of personal goals 
(Schunk,  2001  ) . Although some researchers 
equate cognitive engagement to characteristics 
of self-regulation, it is important to note that 
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 self-regulation is more than a cognitive construct. 
It also involves the intentional enactment of overt 
behaviors, such as using strategies during learn-
ing or self-recording the number of incorrectly 
solved homework problems, and the management 
of environmental or internal constraints during 
learning. As previously discussed, the source of 
these behaviors involves students’ self-effi cacy 
beliefs, their level of interest in a task or the inher-
ent value of that task, or their beliefs regarding 
why they are engaging in learning. For the pur-
poses of this manuscript, however, our defi nition 
of SRL engagement focuses heavily on the notion 
of being cognitively and strategically engaged in 
learning. In short, SRL engagement is defi ned as 
the extent to which individuals think strategically 
before, during, and after performance on some 
learning activity. From our perspective, SRL 
engagement is not an all or nothing phenomenon 
but rather exists along a continuum across and 
within each of the three phases. Given the impor-
tance of the feedback loop to our defi nition of 
cognitive engagement, we will provide a brief 
overview of the historical evolution of this loop 
as well as a rationale detailing why adherence to 
such a framework is informative and valuable. 

   Historical Aspects of the Cyclical 
Feedback Loop 
 Historically, models of self-regulation have 
included some type of feedback loop to explain 
the process by which individuals manage their 
learning (Carver & Scheier,  2000 ; Miller, Galanter, 
& Pribham,  1960 ; Powers,  1973  ) . Theorists 
espoused the importance of negative feedback 
loops, whereby an individual seeks to reduce a 
discrepancy between a goal state and current level 
of performance. According to this formulation, a 
person’s initial performance level is fi rst tested 
against a standard. If the feedback is “negative,” 
indicating that a discrepancy still exists, then an 
individual will be motivated to decrease this aver-
sive state by recursively self-correcting or adapt-
ing one’s efforts to learn until that discrepancy is 
suffi ciently diminished. Once a student reaches 
his or her standard, his or her engagement in the 
activity will cease until a new discrepancy 
between a target and goal is identifi ed, typically 

in an entirely different domain or for a different 
task (Carver & Scheier,  2000  ) . 

 The distinction between closed and open feed-
back loops is not a trivial one. Closed loops are 
based on the negative feedback principle illus-
trated previously. Thus, it is assumed that indi-
viduals simply attempt to reduce performance 
discrepancies against a fi xed standard and will 
disengage after the goal is attained. Although 
some current models of self-regulation, such as 
information processing, emphasize negative or 
“closed” feedback loops, social-cognitive 
accounts embrace open feedback models, recog-
nizing that individuals will often seek to expand 
their knowledge or skills and to redefi ne one’s 
standards of success. 

 In the 1980s, Bandura postulated an open 
cyclical feedback loop based on three recursive 
social-cognitive processes: self-observation, self-
judgment, and self-reactions. Self-observation is 
a regulatory process that typically occurs during 
performance or learning and involves attending 
to and tracking specifi c aspects of performance, 
such as quantity, accuracy, or quality, as well as 
the personal and environmental conditions sur-
rounding that performance (Bandura,  1986 ; 
Zimmerman & Paulsen,  1995  ) . Bandura cau-
tioned that information generated via self- 
observation will do little to impact behavioral or 
strategic change unless one fi rst effectively 
judges or evaluates one’s performance. Self-
judgment involves the conclusions one draws 
about performance outcomes, regarding success 
or failure as well as the reasons for these perfor-
mance attainments. The quality of one’s self-
reactions is critically important in our model of 
SRL engagement because they impact the extent 
to which students will seek to initiate new cycles 
of regulated learning.  

   Current Conceptualization 
of the Cyclical Feedback Loop 
 Zimmerman  (  2000  )  expanded Bandura’s model 
to a more comprehensive and descriptive three-
phase cyclical loop (see Fig.  11.1 ). From this per-
spective, engagement in regulatory or strategic 
learning consists of three sequential phases: fore-
thought (i.e., processes that precede efforts to 
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learn or perform), performance control (i.e., pro-
cesses occurring during learning efforts), and 
self-refl ection (i.e., processes occurring after 
learning or performance) (Zimmerman,  2000 ). 
These phases are hypothesized to be interdepen-
dent so that changes in forethought processes 
impact performance control, which, in turn, infl u-
ence self-refl ection phase processes. Relative to 
our defi nition of SRL engagement, we are pri-
marily concerned with the extent to which indi-
viduals become cognitively engaged in learning, 
with particular emphasis placed on students’ 
selection, use, and refl ection on the effectiveness 
of learning strategies.  

 In terms of forethought, highly SRL-engaged 
students seek to identify the essential require-
ments of a learning task (task analysis), set out-
come, and or process goals (goal setting), and 
develop learning plans (strategic planning) to 
achieve one’s goals. Students who proactively 
engage in strategic goal setting and planning 
prior to learning are more likely to be aware of 
the subtleties of a learning activity as well as the 

outcomes they hope to accomplish and methods 
used to attain these goals (Locke & Latham, 
 1990 ; Zimmerman,  2000  ) . It is also important 
to note that self-motivation beliefs are also 
 considered forethought phase processes and 
are important because they impact the extent 
to which students engage in self-control and 
 self-observation processes during learning 
(Zimmerman & Cleary,  2009  ) . 

 During learning or performance of an aca-
demic task, such as studying for a test or solving 
math problems, a SRL-engaged learner will uti-
lize various  self-control  phase processes, such as 
self-instruction, attention-focusing, and task 
strategies, to optimize their focus on the task and 
their effort and persistence (Wolters,  2003 ; 
Zimmerman,  2000  ) . Thus, a student who proac-
tively develops a strategic plan (e.g., use of cog-
nitive maps, environmental structuring strategies, 
and time management tactics), prior to studying 
for a social studies exam, is more likely to enlist 
strategic cognition during studying, such as mak-
ing self-statements to prompt implementation of 

Forethought Phase

Task Analysis

Self-Motivation Beliefs

Self-Reflection Phase

Self-Judgment

Self-Reaction

Performance Control
Phase

Self-Control
Self-instruction

Attention focusing
Task strategies

Self-Observation
Metacognitive monitoring

Self-recording

  Fig. 11.1    Phases and processes of self-regulation (From Zimmerman & Campillo  (  2003  ) , p. 239. Reprinted with 
permission)       
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one’s study plan or using self-consequences to 
optimize one’s motivation to use these strategies 
(Wolters,  2003 ). 

 During learning, a SRL-engaged student 
will also utilize various forms of self-observation 
procedures, such as self-monitoring or self-
recording. This regulatory process involves track-
ing one’s task performance and the conditions 
surrounding it. From an engagement perspective, 
this process is important because it facilitates 
error analysis and the capacity to make fi ne-
grained adjustments to one’s strategies when not 
learning effectively. For example, a student who 
is struggling to learn how to write essays in 
English class may benefi t from cognitively track-
ing the specifi c steps of a writing strategy that are 
challenging (Graham & Harris,  2005  ) . In a cycli-
cal framework, self-monitored feedback helps 
students strategically refl ect on their learning and 
to make the necessary strategic adjustments to 
improve task performance. 

 According to Zimmerman  (  2000  ) , self- 
refl ection is a multicomponent cognitive pro-
cess involving various subprocesses, such as 
self-evaluation, causal attributions, and adaptive 
inferences. Following performance on some aca-
demic activity, students who are highly SRL-
engaged will fi rst compare self-monitored or 
externally provided feedback to some standard in 
order to judge their level of success. This process 
is important because it ultimately determines 
whether students perceive their learning efforts 
in favorable or unfavorable terms. Following 
these performance judgments, students who are 
strategically engaged in learning are more likely 
to attribute their success and failure to the strate-
gies that they utilized during learning and will 
seek to make adjustments to their learning tactics 
in order to improve their future performances 
(i.e., adaptive inferences) (Cleary et al.,  2006 ; 
Schunk,  2001  ) . Although students can attribute 
their successes and failures to other personal and 
contextual factors that also can be adaptive or 
helpful for modifying one’s behaviors, the key 
point here is that a hallmark feature of a SRL-
engaged learning is exhibiting consistent “think-
ing in the language of strategies.”    

   Importance and Applications 
of a Dynamic Feedback Cycle 
of Engagement 

 In this section, we underscore the value and 
importance of conceptualizing cognitive engage-
ment as a cyclical feedback loop. At the outset, it 
is important to emphasize that Zimmerman’s 
 (  2000  )  three-phase model represented a signifi -
cant theoretical advance over prior models 
because of its emphasis on forethought processes, 
such as goal setting and strategic planning. 
Including forethought in this regulatory loop was 
important because it reinforced the premise that 
students have the potential to proactively engage 
with academic tasks and are not simply reactive 
organisms to environmentally imposed circum-
stances (Bandura,  2001  ) . In addition, students 
who learn to use adaptive forms of forethought 
will also enhance the quality of their strategic 
engagement during learning as well as their skill 
in adaptively refl ecting on their performance out-
comes. For example, if a student does not strate-
gically plan or develop goals prior to reading a 
chapter from a science textbook, the student is 
less likely to implement purposeful, goal-directed 
strategies when reading the text. A lack of aware-
ness or poor mindfulness of the strategies one 
uses during learning makes it extremely diffi cult 
to evaluate the effectiveness of one’s learning 
methods following learning or performance. 

 Unfortunately, these reactive types of regula-
tors try to “fi x” poorly defi ned problems in a post 
hoc fashion, an approach characterized by trial 
and error learning, ambiguity, frustration, and a 
reliance on normative comparisons (Zimmerman, 
 2000 ; Zimmerman & Kitsantas,  1997  ) . Thus, 
suppose a 12-year-old middle school student, 
Betsy, attained an average math quiz grade of 63 
on her prior fi ve math quizzes. She is largely 
unaware of how she should prepare for math 
quizzes and displays an inconsistent pattern of 
studying behaviors. Betsy also rarely thinks about 
the types of grades that she wants to attain, aside 
from a general, ambiguous belief “to do better.” 
Without a particular standard from which to judge 
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her performance, Betsy is prone to making social 
comparison types of self-evaluative judgments, 
such as comparing her quiz performance to that 
of her classmates. In this scenario, if the math 
quiz class average was 89 and Betsy attained a 
76, she would likely view this performance as a 
failure and thus not recognize that her score was 
13 points higher than the average of her prior 
math quizzes. Furthermore, because Betsy has 
very little awareness of her approach or the par-
ticular strategies that she uses to learn, it is highly 
unlikely that she will attribute her “poor perfor-
mance” to these strategies, further crippling her 
skill in adjusting or modifying her studying 
behaviors for future quizzes (Cleary et al.,  2006 ; 
Zimmerman & Kitsantas,  1997  ) . 

 In addition to the conceptual advantage of link-
ing forethought, performance, and self-refl ection, 
we would like to highlight three additional points 
underscoring the utility of this three-phase con-
ceptual framework: (a) integration of motivation 
and regulatory processes, (b) empirical support 
for multiphase self-regulation training, and (c) the 
level of correspondence between the cyclical 
model and self-regulation intervention programs. 

   SRL Engagement and Motivation 

 An important aspect of our cyclical account of 
engagement is that it integrates metacognition, 
motivation, and strategic processes and behav-
iors. Although students can learn powerful learn-
ing strategies, such as summarization when 
reading text or using graphic organizers to learn 
science material, if students are not motivated to 
plan out their learning efforts, to use these strate-
gies, or to refl ect on the effectiveness of their 
learning tactics – quite an effortful process – it is 
highly probable that their overall performance 
will be greatly diminished. From our perspective, 
the primary sources underlying students’ motiva-
tion to initiate and sustain a high level of SRL 
engagement during learning include a host of 
self-motivation beliefs, such as self-effi cacy, out-
come expectations, task interest or valuing, and 
goal orientation (Eccles & Wigfi eld,  2002 ; 
Pintrich,  2000 ; Zimmerman,  2000  ) . Collectively, 

these motivation beliefs have been found to affect 
the strategic choices that students make, their 
effort and persistence during learning, as well as 
the quality of their refl ective processes following 
performance (Schunk & Zimmerman,  2008  ) . 

 Although space limitations prevent us from 
providing a comprehensive review of all types of 
the motivational beliefs (For a comprehensive 
review see Schunk & Zimmerman,  2008  ) , we will 
focus specifi cally on the relationship between stu-
dents’ effi cacy beliefs and their cognitive engage-
ment in cyclical phase processes. Self-effi cacy is 
often defi ned as beliefs about one’s capabilities to 
learn or perform at designated levels and has been 
shown to be a particularly potent source of motiva-
tion (Pajares,  2006  ) . More specifi cally, these types 
of beliefs have been shown to not only enhance 
students’ adaptive behaviors, such as effort, persis-
tence, and choice of activities (Bandura,  1986, 
  1997 ; Schunk & Pajares,  2004 ; Zimmerman, 
 1995  ) , but also to induce and sustain their cogni-
tive engagement in cyclical strategic thinking. 

 For example, a voluminous literature shows 
that high perceptions of personal effi cacy predict 
the types and quality of learning goals and choice 
of strategies that individuals select prior to learn-
ing (Cleary & Zimmerman,  2001 ; Zimmerman & 
Bandura,  1994 ; Zimmerman, Bandura, & 
Martinez-Pons,  1992  ) . Students’ beliefs of per-
sonal effi cacy have also been shown to predict 
the type and quality of strategies that students use 
during learning as well as their use of self-control 
and self-monitoring tactics, all key performance 
control phase processes (Bandura, Barbaranelli, 
Caprara, & Pastorelli,  1996 ; Bouffard-Bouchard, 
Parent, & Larivee,  1991 ; Schunk & Swartz, 
 1993  ) . For example, Schunk and Swartz found 
that elementary school children who exhibited 
high levels of self-effi cacy following an experi-
mental manipulation were more likely to use 
writing strategies during follow-up assessments 
than youth possessing low self-effi cacy. 
Furthermore, Bouffard-Bouchard et al.  (  1991  )  
found that inducing higher levels of self-effi cacy 
in middle school and high school youth not only 
impacted their persistence and effort, but also the 
extent to which they monitored their working 
time during a verbal concept formation task. 
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 Students who are highly effi cacious also tend 
to set higher self-evaluative standards and will 
often perceive failure to be the result of control-
lable or changeable factors, such as effort or 
strategy use (Bandura,  1997 ; Cleary & 
Zimmerman,  2001 ; Silver, Mitchell, & Gist, 
 1995 ; Zimmerman & Bandura,  1994  ) . Clearly, as 
students’ beliefs of personal effi cacy increase, 
there is a greater likelihood that they will engage 
in the cyclical feedback loop and will focus their 
cognition on the selection, use, and adaptation of 
learning strategies. 

 In addition to motivational beliefs, however, 
social-cognitive researchers recognize that regu-
latory subprocesses within the feedback loop also 
impact student motivation. We will consider a 
couple of performance- and self-refl ection-phase 
processes to illustrate this point. Relative to the 
“during” or performance phase of the feedback 
loop, researchers have shown that various self-
control processes, such as self-instruction, self-
consequences, and environmental control, can 
increase students’ effort and persistence 
(Meichenbaum,  1977 ; Wolters,  1999,   2003 ; 
Zimmerman & Martinez-Pons,  1986  ) , particu-
larly when such tactics focus students’ attention 
on process or strategic aspects of learning. 
Suppose a tenth grade student needs to attain 
a grade of A on her next math test in order to 
obtain a personal semester goal of B+ in the 
course. During math study sessions, the student 
repeatedly tells herself, “I can do this if I just 
keep studying what is on the study guide” (self-
instruction). She also decided to reward herself 
with 30 min of TV time following at least 1 h of 
studying (self-consequences) and to study with a 
few of her friends who are highly motivated to 
get into college (environment control). The latter 
tactic is particularly motivating to this student 
because it prompts her to visualize the possibility 
of her going to college, thereby elevating study-
ing behaviors as a valued and important activity 
(Wolters,  2003 ). 

 Self-monitoring is another regulatory process 
that induces cycles of SRL engagement (Bandura, 
 1997 ; Lan,  1998 ; Schunk,  2001 ; Shapiro, Durnan, 
Post, & Skibitsky-Levinson,  2002  ) . Self-
monitoring serves an awareness building or 

informational function in that students obtain 
data about the frequency, duration, or intensity of 
their behaviors or cognition. For example, self-
observation can motivate youth by conveying 
enhanced performance over time or by highlight-
ing the conditions under which a particular strat-
egy or behavior is most effective. Using the case 
example in the preceding paragraph, suppose the 
student was asked to self-record the number of 
points lost on her prior three math tests across 
fi ve different types of problems. Performing this 
type of self-recording can serve a motivational 
function if it helps the student to not only isolate 
patterns of errors that she made but to stimulate 
refl ective thinking to develop solutions to rem-
edy these problems. 

 Two self-refl ection processes that also pro-
mote motivation in youth include self-evaluation 
and causal attributions. Self-evaluation repre-
sents the initial cognitive dimension of self-
refl ection, whereby individuals compare their 
current performance on a task to some standard 
or benchmark (Kitsantas & Zimmerman,  2006 ; 
Zimmerman,  2000  ) . Many empirically supported 
self-regulation interventions emphasize the use 
of mastery or self-related self-evaluation stan-
dards, such as improvement from prior perfor-
mance or a benchmark score of 80% on a test 
(Butler,  1998 ; Cleary, Platten, & Nelson,  2008 ; 
Fuchs et al.,  2003 ; Graham & Harris,  2005  ) . 
These types of standards are considered optimal 
because they shift students’ attention and cogni-
tion toward indicators of personal progress or the 
effectiveness of one’s learning strategies. In con-
trast, if students who struggle in school are 
prompted to make normative comparisons, such 
as when a teacher publicly displays class grades, 
their attention and thinking will often shift to 
variables that are not essential or unrelated to 
their personal success, such as lack of personal 
ability (Schunk et al.,  2008  ) . 

 The types of causal attributions students make 
following performance, and in particular failure 
outcomes, can also have a major impact on stu-
dents’ motivation to cognitively adapt ineffective 
learning methods (Borkowski, Weyhing, & Carr, 
 1988 ; Clifford,  1986 ; Weiner,  1986  ) . From a 
motivational perspective, encouraging students 
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to make internal, controllable, and unstable attri-
butions following failure, such as to effort and 
strategy use, is adaptive because they sustain stu-
dents’ effi cacy beliefs and direct their cognition 
on the effectiveness of one’s methods to learn 
(Cleary et al.,  2006 ; Kuhl,  1985 ; Schunk,  1982 ; 
Zimmerman & Kitsantas,  1997  ) . In one study 
examining the self-regulatory characteristics of 
expert, nonexpert, and novice basketball players 
in high school, Cleary and Zimmerman  (  2001  )  
reported that the types of attributions that stu-
dents make following missed free throws was not 
only highly predictive of expertise status, but 
also of the types of cognitive reactions and adap-
tations players make. For example, players who 
made strategic attributions following poor free 
throws were more likely to report making strate-
gic adaptations or modifi cations prior to taking 
subsequent shots. Regardless of the domain of 
interest, individuals who believe that the strate-
gies they use to learn or to perform a task are 
ineffective (i.e., strategic attributions) will initi-
ate attempts to change these strategies to opti-
mize their learning (i.e., strategic adaptive 
inferences) (Cleary & Zimmerman,  2001 ; Cleary 
et al.,  2006 ; Schunk et al.,  2008  ) .  

   Empirical Advantages of the Cyclical 
Feedback Loop 

 A marked advantage of a cyclical model of 
engagement is its strong empirical support in the 
literature (Cleary et al.,  2006 ; Schunk & Swartz, 
 1993 ; Zimmerman & Kitsantas,  1996,   1997  ) . 
That is, students who are trained in multiple SRL 
phase processes, such as forethought and perfor-
mance control, are more likely to display greater 
achievement and strategic cyclical thinking than 
those who are only trained in one of these phases. 
For example, Zimmerman and Kitsantas con-
ducted a series of studies examining the effects of 
forethought and performance control training 
on the self-regulatory skills and dart-throwing 
profi ciency of high school girls. Across studies, a 
consistent fi nding was that students who were 
trained in both goal setting  prior  to dart-throwing 
practice and self-recording their performance 

outcomes  during  practice sessions exhibited 
higher dart-throwing skill, self-effi cacy, and 
 satisfaction than those who only engaged in 
 forethought (i.e., goal setting). 

 In a more recent study, Cleary et al.  (  2006  )  
examined the additive effects of self-regulatory 
training on novice basketball players’ free-throw 
shooting skill and self-refl ection phase processes 
during a short practice session. Fifty college stu-
dents were randomly assigned to either one of 
three experimental groups, to a practice control 
group, or to a no-practice control group. Each of 
the three experimental groups received either 
three-, two-, or one-phase training in the cyclical 
feedback loop. Participants assigned to the three-
phase condition were instructed to set process 
goals (forethought phase), to self-record effective 
shooting processes (performance phase), and to 
make strategic attributions and adjustments fol-
lowing missed free throws (self-refl ection phase). 
The two-phase group received the same fore-
thought and performance phase training but no 
self-refl ection instruction, whereas the one-phase 
group only received training in goal setting. The 
participants in the two control conditions did not 
receive any self-regulatory instruction. 

 All fi ve groups received identical shooting 
strategy instructions to insure that achievement 
differences were not due to variations in knowl-
edge of shooting technique. Furthermore, all 
groups (except for the no-practice control group) 
were given 12 min to practice using the shooting 
strategy. An important fi nding was that the three-
phase and two-phase groups performed  signifi -
cantly better  in free-throw shooting than all other 
groups even though they shot  signifi cantly fewer  
free throws during the practice sessions. Fewer 
shots were taken in the multiphase conditions 
because participants were required to self-record 
and or refl ect on missed free-throw attempts dur-
ing the practice session. These results suggest 
that it was not simply behavioral engagement in 
routine practice sessions that facilitated success 
but rather one’s cognitive and strategic engage-
ment in the cyclical loop during these practice 
opportunities. Furthermore, although the three-
phase and two-phase groups were highly similar 
in terms of performance outcomes and adaptive 
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self-regulation processes, the three-phase inter-
vention group exhibited the most adaptive self-
refl ection profi le, exhibited by their strategic 
attributions and reactions following failure as 
well as the use of process-oriented self-evaluative 
criteria to judge their level of success and satis-
faction (i.e., personal improvement, use of cor-
rect shooting strategy) (Cleary et al.,  2006  ) .  

   Academic Applications 
of the Cyclical Loop 

 A fi nal advantage of the SRL cyclical engagement 
model is that it can serve as the foundation or 
framework through which researchers and or prac-
titioners develop and implement engagement-
related academic interventions. As Zimmerman 
revealed in a recent interview in the  Journal of 
Advanced Academics , one of the reasons why the 
cyclical model was developed was because it links 
together the processes that precede, guide, and 
come after learning. Such a model allows one to 
examine the causal links among these processes 
and to also guide intervention development 
(Bembenutty,  2008  ) . A variety of academic-
focused SRL interventions reported in the litera-
ture devote primary attention to teaching students 
how to become engaged in a cyclical process of 
thought and action across diverse academic tasks. 

 There are several comprehensive self-regulation 
intervention programs available in the literature 
that seek to induce cyclical phase changes in stu-
dents’ cognitive engagement during specifi c aca-
demic tasks (Butler,  1998 ; Cassel & Reid,  1996 ; 
Cleary et al.,  2008 ; Fuchs et al.,  2003 ; Graham & 
Harris,  2005  ) . Although most authors of these pro-
grams do not specifi cally refer to the dynamic 
feedback loop as the guiding framework for devel-
oping the intervention, it is quite apparent that 
instruction in cyclical regulatory thought and action 
is a core focus of these interventions. Our primary 
goal in this section is not to provide an exhaustive 
review of all SRL interventions that address 
 elements of the cyclical loop but rather to provide 
a few illustrative examples of interventions that 
comprehensively target all three phases of the 
 cognitive loop. 

   Self-Regulated Strategy Development 
(SRSD) 
 Graham and Harris developed the SRSD inter-
vention program over 20 years ago to improve 
the writing performance of elementary school 
students (Graham & Harris,  2005 ; Graham, 
Harris, & Troia,  1998  ) . In general, SRSD involves 
a six-step process that actively engages students 
in the three-phase cyclical process during various 
types of writing activities. To promote fore-
thought, tutors typically engage students in dis-
cussions about their prior knowledge of writing 
as well as the essential components of specifi c 
writing tasks. Students also discuss their current 
strategies to write and learn how to set process 
goals, such as learning how to write better 
essays. 

 During writing practice sessions, SRSD teach-
ers or tutors explain, model, and prompt students 
to use a specifi c writing strategy (i.e., strategies 
often vary based on writing assignment). Students 
are typically provided several structured guided 
practice sessions in which tutors provide hints 
and feedback to students as they refi ne their use 
and application of the writing strategies. During 
these practice sessions, students are also taught to 
self-record the number of writing elements 
included in their essay and to make adaptive self-
instruction statements pertaining to problem defi -
nition, planning, and self-evaluation (Sexton, 
Harris, & Graham,  1998  ) . This instructional fea-
ture is particularly important as it continually 
directs students’ attention to the essential ele-
ments of the writing process and the key tactics 
to optimize performance across these elements. 

 To complete the cyclical loop, SRSD instruc-
tors prompt students to refl ect on their writing 
performance, such as using criterion-based 
self-evaluative standards to judge their success 
(e.g., number of story elements included) and 
attributing success or failure to effort and or 
strategy use (Graham et al.,  1998  ) .  

   Strategic Content Learning (SCL) 
 Butler developed this innovative self-regulation 
instructional program to enhance the academic 
achievement, motivation, and regulatory behav-
iors of college-aged and secondary school students 
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(Butler,  1998 ; Butler, Beckingham, & Lauscher, 
 2005  ) . The program has been administered to 
college students across multiple content areas, 
including reading, writing, and math (Butler, 
 1995,   1998  )  and to middle school students in 
math (Butler et al.,  2005  ) . Regardless of aca-
demic context or developmental level of students, 
SCL adheres to a largely constructivist frame-
work. Thus, students are encouraged to become 
active participants in learning, via establishing 
personal goals, selecting and modifying their 
learning strategies, and refl ecting on the effec-
tiveness of their learning strategies. In addition, 
consistent with the engagement framework that 
we present in this manuscript, engaging students 
in a recursive cycle of cognitive regulatory activ-
ities is a core SCL instructional principle. 

 In terms of forethought, students who receive 
SCL are typically instructed in task analysis 
skills, which involve interpreting the basic 
demands and requirements of specifi c academic 
assignments or tasks. Task analysis is crucial in 
this model because it enables one to purposefully 
develop strategic plans to accomplish specifi c 
goals relative to the task (Butler & Cartier,  2004  ) . 
SCL tutors will often use strategic questioning to 
assess students’ knowledge of math problems and 
their use of learning strategies. These activities 
not only help students become more aware of 
their learning methods when solving math prob-
lems but also help tutors to better understand the 
types of questions and prompts that are needed to 
impact and guide students’ strategic learning 
(Butler et al.,  2005  ) . 

 Regarding the performance phase, an impor-
tant element of math-based SCL is for tutors to 
continually engage students in interpreting math 
problems successfully and to prompt them to use 
and refi ne their self-generated learning strategies 
and metacognitive strategies. In one case study, 
Butler et al.  (  2005  )  reported that over the course 
of SCL instruction, a student generated seven 
new strategy steps when solving fraction prob-
lems, with these tactics increasing in complexity 
and sophistication over time. In addition, the stu-
dent became more skillful in describing the 
nature of her math problem-solving strategies 
and showed a high level of fl exibility when 

applying these strategies to solve particular math 
problems. 

 Self-refl ection is naturally infused within each 
SCL session, whereby students are often encour-
aged to continually self-evaluate their perfor-
mance during math problem solving. Students 
are not only encouraged to evaluate correctness 
of their answers to problems but to also consider 
the role and impact of their problem-solving 
strategies. Accordingly, SCL tutors use attribu-
tion and adaptive inference questions in order to 
prompt students to refl ect on the strategic reasons 
for their success or failure when solving a prob-
lem and to consider alternative methods or tactics 
to improve math performance.  

   Self-Regulation Empowerment 
Program (SREP) 
 A more recent intervention, Self-Regulation 
Empowerment Program (SREP), was developed 
to empower at-risk middle school or high school 
youth to become more strategic, motivated, and 
regulated during more complex and comprehen-
sive academic activities, such as studying for 
content-area exams (Cleary et al.,  2008 ; Cleary 
& Zimmerman,  2004  ) . This approach emphasizes 
the use of evidence-based learning tactics or 
strategies that are linked particularly to academic 
tasks, such as concept maps and mnemonic 
devices for learning science concepts. This pro-
gram was borne out of social-cognitive theory 
and research and thus emphasizes the importance 
of social change agents, such as teachers and 
tutors, in cultivating adaptive cognition during 
instruction (Bandura,  1997 ; Cleary & Zimmerman, 
 2004  ) . This instructional program is closely 
aligned with each of the three phases of the 
dynamic feedback loop and thus involves train-
ing in task analysis, goal setting and strategic 
planning, self-recording, self-evaluation, strate-
gic attributions, and adaptive inferences. 

 The initial components of SREP instruction 
involve enhancing students’ awareness of their 
maladaptive beliefs, such as poor causal attribu-
tions (e.g., failure on tests is due to poor ability), 
and providing explicit instruction in core fore-
thought processes such as task analysis, goal set-
ting, and strategic planning. Similar to most 
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effective self-regulation programs, SREP tutors 
teach regulatory processes and learning strategies 
within the context of authentic curriculum mate-
rials and content. Thus, students not only learn 
about the value and importance of goal setting, 
use of learning strategies, and self-recording, 
but also the use of these processes to learn spe-
cifi c course material. In addition, primary emphasis 
is placed on shifting students’ attention to power-
ful learning strategies before, during, and after 
studying and test performance. In Cleary et al. 
 (  2008  ) , given that science was the target content 
area of interest, the authors elected to utilize con-
cept maps and mnemonic devices as the primary 
learning strategies to be taught within the cyclical 
framework (Nesbit & Adesope,  2006 ). 

 The primary instructional mechanism through 
which students are taught to cognitively engage 
in strategic, cyclical thinking is the use of a self-
regulation graph (Cleary et al.,  2008 ; see 
Fig.  11.2 ). To stimulate forethought thinking, a 

SREP tutor, such as a trained graduate student 
or school support staff, helps students adopt 
 outcome- and process-related goals as well as a 
specifi c plan for addressing those goals. On the 
graph, students are taught to plot their outcome 
goal and to record the strategic plan that will 
be used to accomplish their goal. As part of the 
performance phase dimension, students are 
encouraged to add, modify, or adjust their strate-
gic plans listed on the graph when appropriate 
and to self-record their test or exam grades. This 
self-monitored outcome and process information 
is used to stimulate self-refl ective activities dur-
ing SREP sessions. Thus, after each test perfor-
mance, a SREP tutor leads students through a 
series of self-refl ection questions and activities 
targeting self-evaluation, causal attributions, and 
adaptive inferences. In terms of self-evaluation, 
two types of criteria are emphasized: prior per-
formance and forethought goals. Thus, students 
judge success or failure based on comparing their 
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current  performance to both their prior test grades 
as well as their test grade goal. Both of these 
types of self-criteria facilitate SRL engagement 
because they shift students’ attention and think-
ing on their own performance and the strategies 
linked to this performance.  

 Finally, SREP tutors also ask students to 
answer refl ection questions targeting attributions 
(“What is the main reason why you got that grade 
on the test?”) and adaptive inferences (“What 
do you need to do to improve your next test 
score?”). Ultimately, the SREP tutors guide stu-
dents’ thinking to focus on the relationship 
between their performance outcomes and the 
effort that they displayed in using their strategic 
plan. In this way, students learn how to make stra-
tegic attributions following failure and continu-
ously focus on how to sustain or adapt their 
methods of learning to attain their personal goals. 

 Although our review of SRL intervention pro-
grams was not exhaustive, it illustrated that a 
cyclical account of cognitive and strategic engage-
ment can successfully be taught to students across 
academic tasks and development levels.    

   SRL Microanalysis: Measuring Cyclical 
Regulatory Engagement 

 Consistent with most models of self-regulation, 
our defi nition of SRL engagement is best repre-
sented by a dynamic, cyclical process that varies 
across learning contexts and tasks (Bandura, 
 1997 ; Hadwin et al.,  2001 ; Schunk,  2001 ; Winne 
& Jaimeson-Noel,  2002  ) . This “event” conceptu-
alization of SRL engagement contrasts from 
“ability” perspectives, the latter of which depicts 
self-regulation to be a fi xed or stable trait-like 
construct. This conceptual distinction parallels 
the difference made in the assessment literature 
regarding  event  and  aptitude  measures of self-
regulation (Cleary,  2011 ; Winne & Perry,  2000 ; 
Zimmerman,  2008  ) . Aptitude measures are 
described as those targeting an enduring attribute 
of an individual and typically include self-report 
scales, such as the Learning and Study Strategies 
Inventory (LASSI) (Weinstein & Palmer,  1990  ) , 
Motivated Strategies for Learning Questionnaire 

(MSLQ) (Pintrich, Smith, & Garcia,  1993  ) , and 
more recently the Strategy Motivation and 
Learning Strategy Inventory (SMALSI) (Stroud 
& Reynolds,  2006  ) . Although these measures 
can capture general aspects of students’ self- 
regulation of learning in a psychometrically reli-
able way, they may not be well suited to capture 
the dynamic, context-specifi c aspects of SRL 
engagement. Because these measures are typi-
cally decontextualized in nature, they do not lend 
themselves to evaluating the actual “process” of 
engagement in real time and are interpreted based 
on aggregated scores and normative criteria 
(Perry & Winne,  2006 ; Zimmerman,  2008  ) . 

 To more accurately and comprehensively 
evaluate students’ engagement in a cycle of 
thought and action, researchers have developed a 
variety of alternative measures, such as think-
aloud protocols (Greene & Azevedo,  2007  ) , 
direct observations (Perry, Vandekamp, Mercer, 
& Nordby,  2002  ) , behavioral traces (Perry & 
Winne,  2006  ) , and SRL microanalysis (Cleary & 
Zimmerman,  2001 ; Kitsantas & Zimmerman, 
 2002  ) . These assessment approaches are labeled 
as “event” measures because they seek to target 
students’ thoughts and behaviors as they engage 
in particular tasks or activities. Consistent with 
our three-phase model of engagement, an event is 
considered to be a temporal entity with a before, 
during, and after component (   Cleary,  2011 ; 
Winne & Perry,  2000  ) . 

 A cyclical event assessment method that has 
been receiving increased attention in recent years 
is SRL microanalysis (Cleary,  2011 ; Cleary & 
Zimmerman,  2001  ) . In short, this approach is 
grounded in social-cognitive theory and was infl u-
enced by various lines of research and clinical 
practice, including think-aloud protocols, emer-
gence of cognitive-behavioral therapy, and the 
importance of situation-dependence or specifi city 
(Bandura,  1977 ; Beck,  1963 ; Cleary,  2011 ; 
Ericsson & Simon,  1980  ) . In short, this methodol-
ogy is designed to examine students’ regulatory 
beliefs and reactions as they participate in con-
text-specifi c tasks and activities. This approach 
differs from typical self-report scales because it 
entails observing human functioning as it occurs 
in real time and directly targets the self-motivation 
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beliefs (e.g., self-effi cacy) and regulatory pro-
cesses (e.g., goal setting, attributions) outlined in 
the three-phase cyclical model (Cleary,  2011 ; 
Kitsantas & Zimmerman,  2002  ) . An essential 
component of this methodology is the use of a 
structured interview protocol whereby task-spe-
cifi c regulatory questions delineated in the three-
phase cyclical loop are administered in a 
predetermined sequence during a specifi c activ-
ity. In order for questions to fully qualify as 
SRL microanalytic, they must be directly linked 
to the phase dimensions of the academic event 
and thus administered in a temporally appropri-
ate sequence. That is, forethought phase ques-
tions are administered “before” an event, 
performance processes “during” the activity, and 
self-refl ection “after” performance on the event 
(Cleary,  2011 ). 

 To illustrate this process, we will discuss the 
methodology of two studies that were the fi rst to 
use SRL microanalysis in a comprehensive fash-
ion. Cleary and Zimmerman  (  2001  )  examined 
forethought (self-effi cacy, goal setting, strategic 
planning) and self-refl ection (i.e., attributions, 
adaptive inferences, satisfaction) differences 
among expert, nonexpert, and novice high school 
basketball players as they practiced shooting free 
throws. The participants were asked to shoot free 
throws individually at a basket during a 10-min 
practice session. This activity ultimately served 
as the event around which microanalytic mea-
sures were administered. To examine partici-
pants’ strategic approach to shooting free throws, 
the researchers asked participants a series of fore-
thought questions  prior  to the practice session: 
(a) self-effi cacy (e.g., “How sure are you that you 
can make two shots in a row”), (b) goal setting 
(e.g., “Do you have a goal when practicing free 
throws?” “If so what is it?”), and (c) strategy 
choice (e.g., “What do you need to do to accom-
plish that goal?”). 

 Although this study did not examine stu-
dents’ performance phase processes, such as self-
monitoring or self-control tactics, the participants 
were asked attribution and adaptive inference 
questions at two points: following two consecu-
tive missed shots and two consecutive made 
shots. The attribution question following a missed 

shot was, “Why do you think you missed those 
last two shots?”, whereas the adaptive inference 
question involved, “What do you need to do to 
make the next shot?” These latter two questions 
were considered microanalytic in nature because 
they were context- and task-specifi c (i.e., linked 
to basketball free throwing), targeted regulatory 
processes delineated in the three-phase model, 
and were administered immediately following a 
specifi c performance outcome. 

 Kitsantas and Zimmerman  (  2002  )  expanded 
the scope of SRL microanalysis by including 
additional microanalytic questions across all 
three phases: perceived instrumentality and task 
interest (forethought), self-monitoring (perfor-
mance), and self-evaluation (self-refl ection). This 
study examined differences across achievement 
groups relative to volleyball skills. Thus, in addi-
tion to goal setting, strategic planning, and self-
effi cacy beliefs, Kitsantas and Zimmerman also 
targeted students’ level of interest in volleyball 
serving (“How interesting is serving a volleyball 
overhand to you on a scale from 0 to 100?”) and 
the importance of volleyball serving (“How 
important is volleyball serving in attaining your 
future goals on a scale from 0 to 100?”) prior to 
the volleyball practice session. With respect 
to self-evaluation, all of the players were asked to 
report their self-evaluative methods, if any, fol-
lowing a volleyball serving practice session. 
Consistent with the temporal sequencing of 
microanalytic methodology, this self-refl ection 
question along with attribution and adaptive 
inference questions was administered after the 
practice session to effectively link them to the 
“after” dimension of the event. 

 Microanalytic methodology consists of both 
metric and categorical questions, with most 
involving single-item scales. The metric ques-
tions consist of motivation beliefs, such as self-
effi cacy, task interest, instrumentality, and 
satisfaction. Participants rate their responses to 
these closed-ended questions on a Likert scale, 
typically ranging from 0 to 100. The categorical 
microanalytic questions target self-regulation 
phase processes including goal setting, strategic 
planning, self-monitoring, self-evaluation, attri-
butions, and adaptive inferences. These questions 
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are open-ended and thus allow participants to 
provide elaborate or detailed responses to 
describe their regulatory cognitions. To quantify 
these variables, two individuals are trained to 
independently code the responses using a struc-
tured scoring rubric (Cleary & Zimmerman, 
 2001  ) . The interrater reliability of these scales 
has been shown to be strong as evidenced by 
Kappa coeffi cients ranging from .81 to .98 
(Cleary,  2011  ) . 

 Collectively, both the metric and categorical 
scales have been shown to differentiate experts, 
nonexperts, and novices across different motoric 
activities. The predictive validity of microana-
lytic questions has also been investigated. 
Kitsantas and Zimmerman  (  2002  )  conducted an 
ex post facto study to examine differences in vol-
leyball serving skill and self-regulatory processes 
among expert, nonexpert, and novice volleyball 
players. The authors combined 12 self-regulatory 
measures into a single scale to predict women’s 
volleyball serving skill score. The authors 
reported that the scale was highly reliable (  a   = 90) 
and correlated extremely well with volleyball 
serving score ( r  = .95); the scale accounted for 
90% of the variance in volleyball serving skill. 

 More recently, researchers have begun to use 
microanalysis within academic contexts (Cleary 
et al.,  2008 ;    Cleary, Callan, Peterson & Adams, 
 2011 ; Zimmerman, Moylan, Hudesman, White, 
& Flugman,  2008  ) . Cleary et al.  (  2011  )  used hier-
archical regression analysis to examine the extent 
to which self-refl ection microanalytic questions 
(attributions, adaptive inferences, and self-evalu-
ation) accounted for a unique amount of variance 
in fi nal course grades of college students over and 
above that accounted for by an abbreviated ver-
sion of the MSLQ. In general, the results indi-
cated that the MSLQ did not account for a 
negligible amount of a signifi cant amount of 
variance in fi nal course grade, whereas three 
self-refl ection phase processes, causal attribu-
tion, adaptive inferences, and self-evaluative stan-
dards accounted for a statistically and clinically 
signifi cant change in  R  2 . It is also of interest to 
note the microanalytic questions exhibited low to 
non signifi cant corrections with the MSLQ, sug-
gesting that the microanalytic questions measure 

a different aspect of regulation than that which is 
measured by self-report scales (Cleary et al., 
 2011 ).  

   Future Research Directions 

 There are many fruitful lines of research that can 
be generated based on our cyclical account of 
cognitive engagement. First, although several 
SRL academic interventions target various sub-
processes within each of the three phases of the 
feedback loop, very few intervention studies have 
directly measured the dynamic shifts or changes 
in students’ regulatory processes as they occur 
during academic activities. To capture these 
cyclical phase changes, researchers are encour-
aged to use event measures, such as SRL micro-
analysis. Using these types of measures will also 
allow one to draw inferences about the causal 
links among the specifi c regulatory processes 
that promote these sustained cycles of learning. 
In addition, although the use of SRL microanalysis 
has recently been utilized in academic contexts 
(Cleary et al.,  2008,   2011  ) , most microanalytic 
studies have employed motoric tasks. To effec-
tively use microanalysis in academic contexts, 
researchers need to fi rst identify specifi c tasks 
with a clear beginning and end, such as writing 
an essay, solving math problems, reading a text-
book, etc. Then, one can employ SRL microana-
lytic questions before, during, and after this task 
to evaluate students’ level of cognitive and strate-
gic engagement. 

 Second, aside from the self-motivation litera-
ture, there is a paucity of studies examining the 
external mechanisms or environmental factors 
that facilitate or inhibit students’ engagement in 
the cyclical model. Thus, another interesting line 
of research involves examining the extent to 
which particular components of instruction, such 
as the amount of autonomy support or the type, 
quantity, or quality of feedback provided to stu-
dents, impact students’ cyclical cognitive engage-
ment during learning. Of particular interest is for 
future research to examine the most effective 
ways to engage students to continuously self-
refl ect on their academic progress and performance 
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across key content areas, such as math, science, 
and English. That is, researchers are encouraged 
to examine the personal (i.e., cognitive and affec-
tive) and environmental factors which either 
inhibit or facilitate students’ skill in adapting and 
modifying their behaviors following diffi culty or 
failure in school and whether such refl ective 
activities directly change student performance 
and behavior. 

 Third, self-effi cacy perceptions have been 
shown to be an important motivational source of 
students’ SRL engagement. Although these 
beliefs are typically assessed during the fore-
thought phase, research has clearly revealed that 
they also affect regulatory processes during other 
phases in the cyclical loop, such as the accuracy 
of metacognitive monitoring during the perfor-
mance control phase and self-evaluation judg-
ments during the self-refl ection phase (Ramdass 
& Zimmerman,  2008  ) . The primary implica-
tion here is that researchers and practitioners may 
fi nd it valuable to examine the infl uence of self-
effi cacy perceptions on other self-regulatory pro-
cesses before, during, and after performance in 
order to evaluate shifts in these beliefs and to 
more closely examine microanalytic proximal 
links between effi cacy beliefs and regulatory 
processes. 

 As a concluding thought, it is important to 
emphasize the emergent research demonstrating 
that educators and school psychologists perceive 
issues of student motivation and self-regulation 
to be highly valuable and relevant to student per-
formance and to their own professional activities, 
yet they do not frequently engage in assessment, 
instructional, or intervention activities relative to 
these areas (Cleary,  2009 ; Cleary et al.,  2010, 
  2011 ; Cleary & Zimmerman,  2006 ; Grigal, 
Neubart, Moon, & Graham,  2003 ; Wehmeyer 
et al.,  2000  ) . It is highly probable that this prac-
tice gap is due to a variety of factors, such as edu-
cators’ limited knowledge of, and potentially 
limited access to, key assessment tools and inter-
vention programs. 

 Another reason why both teachers and school 
psychologists express a strong desire for profes-
sional development training in motivation and 
self-regulation is because the training that they 

received in graduate school may not have ade-
quately addressed such issues (Cleary,  2009 ; 
Cleary et al.,  2010  ) . Most school psychology pro-
grams in the United States emphasize coursework 
addressing several key content areas including 
core psychology topics such as learning and 
development, academic, behavioral, and mental 
health interventions, consultation activities, psy-
choeducational assessment, and professional eth-
ics and behavior (Jimerson & Oakland,  2007  ) . 
Although information pertaining to student self-
management, regulation, and motivation may be 
embedded within such courses, research suggests 
that students may not receive enough extensive 
training in these processes  during graduate 
school. For example, Cleary ( 2009 ) found that 
the average school psychologist reported that 
their graduate training programs did not ade-
quately prepare them to work with youth exhibit-
ing motivation and self-regulation diffi culties. 
Along the same lines, Wehmeyer et al.  (  2000  )  
showed that 41% of teachers indicated that a key 
barrier to providing instruction in self-determina-
tion, a closely related concept to self-regulation, 
was that they did not receive suffi cient training or 
information on how to do so in graduate school 
(Wehmeyer et al.  2000 ). In short, although self-
regulation intervention programs are highly 
effective in improving the performance of youth 
across multiple domains and that such programs 
help to cultivate adaptive beliefs and cognitive 
processes, there is much work to be done to 
ensure that these programs are integrated into the 
curriculum and services provided by schools.      
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  Abstract 

 Emotions are ubiquitous in academic settings, and they profoundly affect 
students’ academic engagement and performance. In this chapter, we sum-
marize the extant research on academic emotions and their linkages with 
students’ engagement. First, we outline relevant concepts of academic 
emotion, including mood as well as achievement, epistemic, topic, and 
social emotions. Second, we discuss the impact of these emotions on stu-
dents’ cognitive, motivational, behavioral, cognitive-behavioral, and 
social-behavioral engagement and on their academic performance. Next, 
we examine the origins of students’ academic emotions in terms of indi-
vidual and contextual variables. Finally, we highlight the complexity of 
students’ emotions, focusing on reciprocal causation as well as regulation 
and treatment of these emotions. In conclusion, we discuss directions for 
future research, with a special emphasis on the need for educational inter-
vention research targeting emotions.   

  Emotions are ubiquitous in academic settings. 
Remember the last time you studied some learn-
ing material? Depending on your goals and the 
contents of the material, you may have enjoyed 
learning or been bored, experienced fl ow forget-
ting time or been frustrated about never-ending 
obstacles, felt proud of your progress or ashamed 

of lack of accomplishment. Furthermore, these 
emotions affected your effort, motivation to per-
sist, and strategies for learning—even if you were 
unaware of these effects. Similarly, think of the 
last time you took an important exam. You may 
have hoped for success, been afraid of failure, or 
felt desperate because you were unprepared, but 
you likely did not feel indifferent about it. Again, 
these emotions likely had profound effects on 
your motivational engagement, concentration, 
and strategies used when taking the exam. 

 Empirical fi ndings corroborate that students 
experience a wide variety of emotions when 
attending class, doing homework assignments, 
and taking tests and exams. For example, in 
exploratory research on emotions experienced by 
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university students, emotions reported frequently 
included enjoyment, interest, hope, pride, anger, 
anxiety, frustration, and boredom in academic 
settings (Pekrun, Goetz, Titz, & Perry,  2002a  ) . 
Until recently, these emotions did not receive 
much attention by researchers, two exceptions 
being studies on test anxiety (Zeidner,  1998, 
  2007  )  and research on causal attributions of suc-
cess and failure as antecedents of emotions 
(Weiner,  1985  ) . During the past 10 years, how-
ever, there has been growing recognition that 
emotions are central to human achievement striv-
ings. Emotions are no longer regarded as epiphe-
nomena that may occur in academic settings but 
lack any instrumental relevance. In this nascent 
research, affect and emotions are recognized as 
being of critical importance for students’ aca-
demic learning, achievement, personality devel-
opment, and health (Efklides & Volet,  2005 ; 
Linnenbrink,  2006 ; Linnenbrink-Garcia & 
Pekrun,  2011 ; Schutz & Lanehart,  2002 ; Schutz 
& Pekrun,  2007  ) . 

 In this chapter, we consider academic emotions 
and their functions for students’ engagement. As 
noted by Fredricks, Blumenfeld, and Paris  (  2004 ; 
see also Appleton, Christenson, & Furlong,  2008  ) , 
student engagement is best viewed as a metacon-
struct consisting of several components. In line 
with this view, we defi ne student engagement as a 
multicomponent construct, the common denomi-
nator being that all the components (i.e., types of 
engagement) comprise active, energetic, and 
approach-oriented involvement with academic 
tasks. We distinguish fi ve types of engagement: 
 cognitive  (attention and memory processes),  moti-
vational  (intrinsic and extrinsic motivation, 
achievement goals),  behavioral  (effort and persis-
tence),  cognitive-behavioral  (strategy use and 
self-regulation), and  social-behavioral  (social on-
task behavior), as detailed in our later discussion 
of emotions and engagement. Given our focus on 
emotions as precursors to these fi ve forms of 
engagement, emotional engagement (e.g., in terms 
of enjoyment of learning) is considered as an 
antecedent of other components of engagement in 
this chapter. 

 These fi ve categories of engagement overlap 
substantially with the three broad categories of 

behavioral, emotional, and cognitive engagement 
described by Fredricks et al.  (  2004  ) ; however, we 
have expanded this framework to clarify the 
unique ways in which emotions relate to engage-
ment. Specifi cally, within Fredricks et al.’s broad 
category of cognitive engagement, we differenti-
ate among motivational, cognitive, and cognitive-
behavioral engagement. Our conceptualization of 
behavioral engagement is similar to that proposed 
by Fredricks et al.; however, we take a narrower 
view focusing specifi cally on effort and persis-
tence. We also extend Fredricks et al.’s frame-
work to include social-behavioral engagement to 
better capture forms of engagement related to 
peer-to-peer learning. 

 Before discussing the relation of emotions to 
engagement, we begin by outlining different con-
cepts describing students’ emotions, including 
affect, mood, achievement emotions, epistemic 
emotions, topic emotions, and social emotions. 
Next, the effects of emotions on the fi ve types of 
student engagement and resulting academic 
achievement are addressed. In the third section, 
we discuss the individual and social origins of stu-
dents’ emotions, including a brief discussion of the 
relative universality of mechanisms of emotions 
and engagement across contexts. We conclude by 
considering principles of reciprocal causation of 
emotion and engagement and their implications 
for emotion regulation, treatment of emotions, and 
the design of learning environments. 

   Concepts    of Academic Emotions 

   Emotion, Mood, and Affect 

 In contemporary emotion research,  emotions  are 
defi ned as multifaceted phenomena involving 
sets of coordinated psychological processes, 
including affective, cognitive, physiological, 
motivational, and expressive components 
(Kleinginna & Kleinginna,  1981 ; Scherer,  2000  ) . 
For example, a students’ anxiety before an exam 
can be comprised of nervous, uneasy feelings 
(affective); worries about failing the exam (cog-
nitive); increased heart rate or sweating (physio-
logical); impulses to escape the situation 
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(motivation); and an anxious facial expression 
(expressive). As compared to intense emotions, 
 moods  are of lower intensity and lack a specifi c 
referent. Some authors defi ne emotion and mood 
as categorically distinct (see Rosenberg,  1998  ) . 
Alternatively, since moods show a similar profi le 
of components and similar qualitative differences 
as emotions (as in cheerful, angry, or anxious 
mood), they can also be regarded as low-intensity 
emotions (Pekrun,  2006  ) . 

 Different emotions and moods are often com-
piled in more general constructs of  affect.  Two 
variants of this term are used in the research litera-
ture. In the educational literature, affect is often 
used to denote a broad variety of noncognitive 
constructs including emotion, but also including 
self-concept, beliefs, motivation, etc. (e.g., 
McLeod & Adams,  1989  ) . In contrast, in emotion 
research, affect refers to emotions and moods 
more specifi cally. In this research, the term is 
often used to refer to omnibus variables of posi-
tive versus negative emotions or moods, with 
 positive affect  being compiled of various positive 
states (e.g., enjoyment, pride, satisfaction) and 
 negative affect  consisting of various negative 
states (e.g., anger, anxiety, frustration). For exam-
ple, in experimental mood research, most studies 
have compared the effects of positive versus 

 negative affect on psychological functioning, 
without further distinguishing between different 
emotions or moods.  

   Valence and Activation 

 Two important dimensions describing emotions, 
moods, and affect are  valence  and  activation . 
In terms of valence, positive (i.e., pleasant) states, 
such as enjoyment and happiness, can be differ-
entiated from negative (i.e., unpleasant) states, 
such as anger, anxiety, or boredom. In terms of 
activation, physiologically activating states can 
be distinguished from deactivating states, such as 
activating excitement versus deactivating relax-
ation. These two dimensions are orthogonal, 
making it possible to organize affective states in a 
two-dimensional space. In  circumplex models  of 
affect, affective states are grouped according to 
the relative degree of positive versus negative 
valence and activation versus deactivation (e.g., 
Feldman Barrett & Russell,  1998 ; see Fig.  12.1 ). 
By classifying affective states as positive or 
 negative, and as activating or deactivating, the 
circumplex can be transformed into a 2 × 2 
 taxonomy including four broad categories of 
emotions and moods ( positive activating:  e.g., 
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  Fig. 12.1    Affective circumplex (Model adapted with permission from Feldman Barrett and Russell  [  1998  ] , published 
by the American Psychological Association)       
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enjoyment, hope, pride;  positive deactivating:  
relief, relaxation;  negative activating:  anger, anx-
iety, shame;  negative deactivating:  hopelessness, 
boredom; Pekrun,  2006  ) .   

   Academic Emotions 

 In addition to valence and activation, emotions 
can be grouped according to their object focus 
(Pekrun,  2006  ) . For explaining the psychological 
functions of emotions, this dimension is no less 
important than valence and activation. Specif-
ically, regarding the functions of emotions for 
students’ academic engagement, object focus is 
critical because it determines if emotions pertain 
to the academic task at hand or not. In terms of 
object focus, the following broad groups of emo-
tions and moods may be most important in the 
academic domain. 

   General and Specifi c Mood 
 Students may experience moods that lack a refer-
ent, but may nevertheless strongly infl uence their 
performance. Moods can be generalized, being 
experienced as just positive (pleasant) or nega-
tive (unpleasant), without clear differentiation of 
specifi c affective qualities. Alternatively, moods 
can be qualitatively distinct, as in joyful, angry, 
or fearful mood. While moods, by their very 
nature, may not be directly tied to a specifi c aca-
demic activity, they nonetheless have the poten-
tial to shape the way in which students’ engage 
academically. For instance, a student in a nega-
tive mood may have diffi culty focusing on the 
task at hand, thus limiting engagement.  

   Achievement Emotions 
 We defi ne achievement emotions as emotions 
that relate to activities or outcomes that are 
judged according to competence-related stan-
dards of quality. In the academic domain, 
achievement emotions can relate to academic 
activities like studying or taking exams and to the 
success and failure outcomes of these activities. 
Accordingly, two groups of achievement emo-
tions are activity-related emotions, such as 
enjoyment or boredom during learning, and out-
come-related emotions, such as hope and pride 
related to success, or anxiety, hopelessness, and 
shame related to failure. Within the latter cate-
gory, an important distinction is between pro-
spective emotions related to future success and 
failure, such as hope and anxiety, and retrospec-
tive emotions related to success and failure that 
already occurred, such as pride, shame, relief, 
and disappointment. Combining the valence, 
activation, and object focus (activity versus out-
come) dimensions renders a 3 × 2 taxonomy of 
achievement emotions (Pekrun,  2006 ; see 
Table  12.1 ). To date, research on achievement 
emotions has focused on outcome emotions such 
as anxiety, pride, and shame (Weiner,  1985 ; 
Zeidner,  2007  ) , but failed to pay suffi cient atten-
tion to activity emotions such as enjoyment and 
boredom.   

   Epistemic Emotions 
 Emotions can be caused by cognitive qualities of 
task information and of the processing of such 
information. A prototypical case is cognitive 
incongruity triggering surprise and curiosity. As 
suggested by Pekrun and Stephens  (  in press  ) , 

   Table 12.1    A three-
dimensional taxonomy 
of achievement emotions   

 Positive a   Negative b  

 Object focus  Activating  Deactivating  Activating  Deactivating 

  Activity   Enjoyment  Relaxation  Anger 
 Frustration 

 Boredom 

  Outcome/  
  Prospective  

 Hope 
 Joy c  

 Relief c   Anxiety  Hopelessness 

  Outcome/  
  Retrospective  

 Joy 
 Pride 
 Gratitude 

 Contentment 
 Relief 

 Shame 
 Anger 

 Sadness 
 Disappointment 

   a  Positive = pleasant emotion 
  b  Negative = unpleasant emotion 
  c  Anticipatory joy/relief  
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these emotions can be called epistemic emotions 
since they pertain to the epistemic aspects of 
learning and cognitive activities. During learn-
ing, many emotions can be experienced either as 
achievement emotions or as epistemic emotions, 
depending on the focus of attention. For example, 
the frustration experienced by a student not fi nd-
ing the solution to a mathematical problem can 
be regarded an epistemic emotion if it is focused 
on the cognitive incongruity implied by a non-
solved problem, and as an achievement emotion 
if the focus is on personal failure and inability to 
solve the problem. A typical sequence of 
epistemic emotions induced by a cognitive prob-
lem may involve (1) surprise, (2) curiosity and 
situational interest if the surprise is not dissolved, 
(3) anxiety in case of severe incongruity and 
information that deeply disturbs existing cogni-
tive schemas, (4) enjoyment and delight experi-
enced when recombining information such that 
the problem gets solved, or (5) frustration when 
this seems not to be possible (also see Craig, 
D’Mello, Witherspoon, & Graesser,  2008  ) .  

   Topic Emotions 
 During studying or attending class, emotions can 
be triggered by the contents covered by learning 
material. Examples are the empathetic emotions 
pertaining to a protagonist’s fate when reading a 
novel, the emotions triggered by political events 
dealt with in political lessons, or the emotions 
related to topics in science class, such as the frus-
tration experienced by American children when 
they were informed by their teachers that Pluto 
was reclassifi ed as a dwarf planet (Broughton, 
Sinatra, & Nussbaum,  2010  ) . In contrast to 
achievement and epistemic emotions, topic emo-
tions do not directly pertain to learning and prob-
lem-solving. However, they can strongly 
infl uence students’ engagement by affecting their 
interest and motivation in an academic domain 
(Ainley,  2007  ) .  

   Social Emotions 
 Academic learning is situated in social contexts. 
Even when learning alone, students do not act in 
a social vacuum; rather, the goals, contents, and 
outcomes of learning are socially constructed. By 
implication, academic settings induce a multitude 

of social emotions related to other persons. These 
emotions include social achievement emotions, 
such as admiration, envy, contempt, or empathy 
related to the success and failure of others, as 
well as nonachievement emotions, such as love 
or hate in the relationships with classmates and 
teachers (Weiner,  2007  ) . Social emotions can 
directly infl uence students’ engagement with aca-
demic tasks, especially so when learning is situ-
ated in teacher-student or student-student 
interactions. They can also indirectly infl uence 
learning by motivating students to engage or dis-
engage in task-related interactions with teachers 
and classmates (Linnenbrink-Garcia, Rogat, & 
Koskey,  2011  ) .    

   Functions for Students’ Engagement 
and Achievement 

 Cognitive and neuroscientifi c research has shown 
that emotions, and affect more broadly, are funda-
mentally important for human learning and devel-
opment. Specifi cally, experimental mood studies 
have found that affect infl uences a broad variety 
of cognitive processes that contribute to learning, 
such as perception, attention, social judgment, 
cognitive problem-solving, decision-making, and 
memory processes (Clore & Huntsinger,  2007, 
  2009 ; Loewenstein & Lerner,  2003 ; Parrott & 
Spackman,  2000  ) . However, one fundamental 
problem with much of this research is that it used 
global constructs of positive versus negative 
affect or mood but did not attend to the specifi c 
qualities of different kinds of affects. As will be 
detailed below, this implies that it may be diffi -
cult and potentially misleading to use the fi ndings 
for explaining students’ emotions and learning in 
real-world academic contexts. Specifi cally, as 
argued both in Pekrun’s  (  1992a,   2006 ; Pekrun 
et al.,  2002a  )  cognitive/motivational model of 
emotion effects and in Linnenbrink-Garcia’s 
research on affect and engagement (Linnenbrink, 
 2007 ; Linnenbrink-Garcia et al.,  2011 ; Linnen 
brink & Pintrich,  2004  ) , it is not suffi cient to 
 differentiate positive from negative affective 
states but imperative to also attend to the degree 
of activation implied. As such, the minimum nec-
essary is to distinguish between the four groups 
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of emotions outlined earlier (positive activating, 
positive deactivating, negative activating, nega-
tive deactivating). For example, both anxiety and 
hopelessness are negative (unpleasant) emotions; 
however, their effects on students’ engagement 
can differ dramatically, as anxiety can motivate a 
student to invest effort in order to avoid failure, 
whereas hopelessness likely undermines any kind 
of engagement. Even within each of the four 
 categories, however, it may be necessary to fur-
ther distinguish between distinct emotions. For 
example, both anxiety and anger are activating 
negative emotions; however, paradoxically, 
whereas anxiety is associated with avoidance, 
anger is related to approach motivation (Carver & 
Harmon-Jones,  2009  ) . 

 Emotions can infl uence students’ engagement, 
which in turn impacts their academic learning 
and achievement. By implication, as suggested in 
our earlier work (Linnenbrink,  2007 ; Linnenbrink 
& Pintrich,  2004 ; Pekrun,  1992a,   2006  ) , we 
regard engagement as a mediator between stu-
dents’ emotions and their achievement. In the fol-
lowing sections, we fi rst summarize research on 
the relation of emotions to the fi ve types of 
engagement outlined at the outset (i.e., cognitive, 
motivational, behavioral, cognitive-behavioral, 
and social-behavioral engagement) .  We then out-
line implications for the effects of different emo-
tions on students’ academic achievement. 

   Cognitive Engagement 

 In our discussion of cognitive engagement, we 
focus on cognitive processes related to attention, 
mood-congruent memory recall, and memory 
storage and retrieval implying active involve-
ment with academic tasks. Specifi cally, cognitive 
engagement refers to the way in which emotions 
shape cognitive resources and memory processes 
that are activated automatically (for intentional 
and more complex cognitive processes, see the 
section on “Cognitive-behavioral engagement”). 

   Attention and Flow 
 Emotions consume cognitive resources (i.e., 
resources of the working memory) by focusing 
attention on the object of emotion. This effect 

was fi rst addressed in interference models of test 
anxiety, which posited that anxiety reduces per-
formance on complex and diffi cult tasks; this 
occurs because anxiety involves worries and pro-
duces task-irrelevant thoughts that interfere with 
task completion (e.g., Eysenck,  1997 ; Wine, 
 1971 ; see Zeidner,  1998  ) . For example, while 
preparing for an exam, a student may fear failure 
and worry about the consequences of failure, 
which in turn may distract her attention away 
from the task. Interference models of anxiety 
were expanded by H. Ellis’ resource allocation 
model, which postulated that any negative emo-
tions can consume cognitive resources (Ellis & 
Ashbrook,  1988  ) . Further expanding the perspec-
tive, recent studies found that not only negative 
emotions, but positive emotions as well can 
reduce working memory resources and attention 
(Meinhardt & Pekrun,  2003  ) . 

 However, the resource consumption effect likely 
is bound to emotions that have task-extraneous 
objects and produce task-irrelevant thinking, such 
as affective pictures in experimental mood research, 
or worries about impending failure on an exam in 
test anxiety. In contrast, in task-related emotions 
such as curiosity and enjoyment of learning, the 
task is the object of emotion. In positive task-related 
emotions, attention is focused on the task, and 
working memory resources can be used for task 
completion. However, it is possible that some posi-
tive task-related emotions, such as overexcitement, 
may also distract attention away from the task. 
Corroborating these expectations, empirical stud-
ies with K-12 and university students found that 
negative emotions such as anger, anxiety, shame, 
boredom, and hopelessness were associated with 
task-irrelevant thinking and reduced fl ow, whereas 
enjoyment related negatively to irrelevant thinking 
and positively to fl ow (Pekrun, Goetz, Daniels, 
Stupnisky, & Perry,  2010 ; Pekrun, Goetz, Perry, 
Kramer, & Hochstadt,  2004 ; Pekrun, Goetz, Titz, 
& Perry,  2002b ; Pekrun et al.,  2002a ; Zeidner, 
 1998  ) . A  similar pattern was observed with more 
global measures of positive and negative affect for 
college students (Linnenbrink & Pintrich,  2002a ; 
Linnenbrink, Ryan, & Pintrich,  1999  ) . These fi nd-
ings suggest that students’ emotions have pro-
found effects on their attentional engagement with 
academic tasks.  
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   Mood-Congruent Memory Recall 
 Memory research has shown that emotions infl u-
ence storage and retrieval of information. Two 
effects that are especially important for the aca-
demic context are mood-congruent memory 
recall and retrieval-induced forgetting and facili-
tation. Mood-congruent retrieval (Parrott & 
Spackman,  2000  )  implies that mood facilitates 
the retrieval of like-valenced material, with posi-
tive mood facilitating the retrieval of positive 
self- and task-related information, and negative 
mood facilitating the retrieval of negative infor-
mation. Mood-congruent recall can impact stu-
dents’ motivation. For example, positive mood 
can foster positive self-appraisals and thus bene-
fi t motivation to learn and performance; in con-
trast, negative mood can promote negative-self 
appraisals and thus hamper motivation and per-
formance (e.g., Olafson & Ferraro,  2001  ) .  

   Retrieval-Induced Forgetting 
and Facilitation 
 Retrieval-induced forgetting and facilitation are 
basic functional mechanisms of human learning 
that currently get widespread attention in cogni-
tive research. Retrieval-induced forgetting 
implies that practicing some learning material 
impedes later retrieval of related material that 
was not practiced, presumably so because of 
inhibitory processes in memory networks. In 
contrast, retrieval-induced facilitation implies 
that practicing enhances memory for related but 
unpracticed material (Chan, McDermott, & 
Roediger,  2006  ) . With learning material consist-
ing of disconnected elements, such as single 
words, retrieval-induced forgetting has been 
found to occur. For example, after learning a list 
of words, practicing half of the list can impede 
memory for the other half. In contrast, facilita-
tion has been shown to occur for connected mate-
rials consisting of elements that show strong 
interrelations. For example, after learning coher-
ent text material, practicing half of the material 
leads to better memory for the nonpracticed half. 

 Emotions have been shown to infl uence 
retrieval-induced forgetting. Specifi cally, negative 
mood can undo forgetting, likely because it can 
inhibit spreading activation in memory networks 
which underlies retrieval-induced forgetting 

(Bäuml & Kuhbandner,  2007  ) . Conversely, it can 
be expected that positive emotions should facili-
tate retrieval-induced facilitation since they pro-
mote the relational processing of information 
underlying such facilitation. However, the gener-
alizability of these laboratory fi ndings to academic 
learning is open to question. If these mechanisms 
operate under natural conditions as well, they 
would imply that negative emotions can be help-
ful for learning lists of unrelated material (such as 
lists of foreign language vocabulary), whereas 
positive emotions should promote learning of 
coherent material.   

   Motivational Engagement 

 Motivation refers to processes shaping goal direc-
tion, intensity, and persistence of behavior 
(Heckhausen,  1991 ; Schunk, Pintrich, & Meece, 
 2008  ) . Given the active, energetic, and approach-
oriented role of these processes in both initiating 
and sustaining goal-directed academic effort, it is 
important to consider motivation directed toward 
task involvement as a form of engagement (for an 
alternative perspective, see Appleton et al.,  2008  ) . 
Of course, motivational engagement can in turn 
shape other forms of engagement (e.g., behavioral, 
cognitive, or cognitive-behavioral engagement), 
and motivational processes such as interests and 
values may not always translate into actually 
 initiating and sustaining behavior. Nonetheless, it 
is useful to consider how emotions shape motiva-
tional engagement. 

 As compared to cognitive effects, the effects 
of emotions on motivational engagement have 
been less well studied. However, emotion 
research traditionally assumed that specifi c emo-
tions function to trigger and facilitate impulses 
for specifi c action and thus play a role in initiat-
ing behaviors. Specifi cally, each of the major 
negative emotions is associated with distinct 
action impulses and serves to prepare the organ-
ism for action (or nonaction), such as fi ght, fl ight, 
and behavioral passivity in anger, anxiety, and 
hopelessness, respectively. For positive emo-
tions, motivational consequences are less spe-
cifi c. Likely, one of the functions of positive 
emotions such as joy and interest is to motivate 
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exploratory behavior and an enlargement of one’s 
action repertoire, as addressed in Fredrickson’s 
 (  2001  )  broaden-and-build metaphor of positive 
emotions. 

 In the academic domain, emotions can pro-
foundly infl uence students’ motivational engage-
ment. The little empirical evidence available to 
date suggests that affect infl uences students’ 
adoption of achievement goals, as addressed in 
Linnenbrink and Pintrich’s  (  2002b  )  bidirectional 
model of affect and achievement goals. 
Specifi cally, it has been shown that pleasant emo-
tions can have positive effects, and unpleasant 
emotions negative effects, on undergraduate stu-
dents’ adoption of mastery-approach goals 
(Daniels et al.,  2009 ; Linnenbrink & Pintrich, 
 2002b  ) . In line with this evidence, positive 
achievement emotions such as enjoyment of learn-
ing, hope, and pride have been shown to relate 
positively to K-12 and university students’ inter-
est and intrinsic motivation, whereas negative 
emotions such as anger, anxiety, shame, hopeless-
ness, and boredom related negatively to these 
motivational variables (Helmke,  1993 ; Pekrun 
et al.,  2002a,   2002b,   2004,   2010 ; Zeidner,  1998  ) . 

 However, as addressed in Pekrun’s  (  1992a, 
  2006  )  cognitive/motivational model of emotion 
effects, motivational effects may be different for 
activating versus deactivating emotions. This 
model posits that activating positive emotions 
(e.g., joy, hope, pride) promote motivational 
engagement, whereas deactivating emotions 
(e.g., hopelessness, boredom) undermine motiva-
tional engagement (Pekrun et al.,  2010  ) . In con-
trast, effects are posited to be more complex for 
deactivating positive emotions (e.g., relief, relax-
ation) and activating negative emotions (e.g., 
anger, anxiety, and shame). For example, relaxed 
contentment following success can be expected 
to reduce immediate motivation to reengage with 
learning contents, but strengthen long-term moti-
vation to do so. Regarding activating negative 
emotions, anger, anxiety, and shame have been 
found to reduce intrinsic motivation but strengthen 
extrinsic motivation to invest effort in order to 
avoid failure, especially so when expectations to 
prevent failure and attain success are favorable 
(Turner & Schallert,  2001  ) . Due to these variable 

effects on different kinds of motivation, the 
effects of these emotions on students’ overall 
motivation to learn can be variable as well.  

   Behavioral Engagement 

 Behavioral engagement refers to effort and per-
sistence, with an emphasis on the amount or 
quantity of engagement rather than its quality 
(Fredricks et al.,  2004 ; Pintrich,  2000  ) . Several 
psychological models suggest that positive affect 
leads to behavioral disengagement, either because 
one is progressing at a suffi cient rate toward one’s 
goals (Carver, Lawrence, & Scheier,  1996  )  or 
because it signals that all is well and there is no 
need to engage (Schwartz & Clore,  1996  ) . Other 
models question this perspective and instead sug-
gest that positive affect frees resources away 
from a threat, allowing more expansive task-
related action (Fredrickson,  2001  ) . Negative 
emotions such as sadness (for approach goals) 
and anxiety (for avoidance goals) may signal that 
one is not making suffi cient progress toward 
one’s goals or that there is a threat in the environ-
ment, suggesting that they may also contribute to 
intensifi ed effort (Carver et al.,  1996  ) . 

 However, these perspectives do not consider 
the interplay between valence and activation and 
thus may not fully capture the way in which emo-
tions shape behavioral engagement in academic 
settings. As noted, activating versus deactivating 
emotions can exert different effects on students’ 
motivation. By implication, the effects on result-
ing effort and persistence can differ as well. There 
is general support that positive activating emo-
tions such as enjoyment of learning are posi-
tively associated with effort (Ainley, Corrigan, & 
Richardson,  2005 ; Efklides & Petkaki,  2005 ; 
Pekrun et al.,  2002a,   2002b ; Pekrun, Frenzel, 
Goetz, & Perry,  2007  ) , and that negative deacti-
vating emotions such as hopelessness and bore-
dom are negatively associated with effort 
(Linnenbrink,  2007 ; Pekrun et al.,  2002a,   2010  ) . 
In contrast, effects have been shown to be more 
variable for negative activating emotions such as 
anger, anxiety, and shame. These emotions often 
show negative overall correlations with effort, 
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but in some cases, they may support behavioral 
engagement as they can serve to energize stu-
dents (Linnenbrink,  2007 ; Pekrun et al.,  2002a ; 
Turner & Schallert,  2001  ) .  

   Cognitive-Behavioral Engagement 

 Cognitive-behavioral engagement refers to com-
plex cognitive processes that are intentionally 
instigated by the learner, including cognitive prob-
lem-solving, use of cognitive and metacognitive 
learning strategies, and self-regulation of learning. 
These processes are similar to what Fredricks 
et al.  (  2004  )  referred to as cognitive engagement. 
We use the term cognitive-behavioral engagement 
to differentiate these processes both from auto-
matic cognitive processes described earlier and 
from pure quantity of effort as refl ected by behav-
ioral engagement. 

   Problem-Solving 
 Experimental mood research has shown that 
 positive and negative moods impact problem-
solving. Specifi cally, experimental evidence sug-
gests that positive mood promotes fl exible, 
creative, and holistic ways of solving problems 
and a reliance on generalized, heuristic knowl-
edge structures (Fredrickson,  2001 ; Isen, 
Daubman & Nowicki,  1987  ) . Conversely, nega-
tive mood has been found to promote focused, 
detail-oriented, and analytical ways of thinking 
(Clore & Huntsinger,  2007,   2009  ) . A number 
of theoretical explanations have been proffered 
for these fi ndings. For example, in mood-as-
information approaches, it is assumed that posi-
tive affective states signal that all is well (e.g., 
suffi cient goal progress), whereas negative states 
signal that something is wrong (e.g., insuffi cient 
goal progress; e.g., Bless et al.,  1996  ) . “All is 
well” conditions imply safety and the discretion 
to creatively explore the environment, broaden 
one’s cognitive horizon, and build new actions, 
as addressed by Fredrickson’s broaden-and-build 
theory of positive emotions. In contrast, “all is 
 not  well” conditions may imply a threat to well-
being and agency, thus making it necessary to 
focus on these problems in analytical, cognitively 

cautious ways. Furthermore, positive emotions 
may facilitate fl exible problem-solving via increas-
ing brain dopamine levels (Ashby, Isen, & Turken, 
 1999  ) , and negative moods may promote effort 
investment and performance on analytical tasks by 
inducing a need for “mood repair” (e.g., Schaller 
& Cialdini,  1990  ) .  

   Learning Strategies 
 Judging from the experimental evidence on 
 problem-solving, positive activating emotions 
such as enjoyment of learning should facilitate 
use of fl exible, holistic learning strategies like 
elaboration and organization of learning material 
or critical thinking. Negative emotions, on the 
other hand, should sustain more rigid, detail- 
oriented learning, like simple rehearsal of learn-
ing material. Correlational evidence from studies 
with university students generally supports this 
view (Linnenbrink & Pintrich,  2002a ; Pekrun 
et al.,  2002a,   2004  ) . However, for deactivating 
positive and negative emotions, these effects may 
be less pronounced. Deactivating emotions, like 
relaxation or boredom, may produce shallow 
information processing rather than any more 
intensive use of learning strategies.  

   Metastrategies and Self-Regulation 
 Self-regulation of learning includes the use of 
metacognitive, metamotivational, and metaemo-
tional strategies (Wolters,  2003  )  making it possi-
ble to adopt goals, monitor and regulate learning 
activities, and evaluate their results in fl exible 
ways, such that learning activities can be adapted 
to the demands of academic tasks. An application 
of these strategies presupposes cognitive fl exibil-
ity. Therefore, it can be assumed that positive 
emotions foster self-regulation and the implied 
use of metastrategies, whereas negative emotions 
can motivate the individual to rely on external 
guidance. Correlational evidence from studies 
with university students is generally in line with 
these propositions (Linnenbrink & Pintrich, 
 2002a ; Pekrun et al.,  2002a,   2004,   2010  ) . However, 
the reverse causal direction may also play a role in 
producing such correlations—self-regulated 
learning may instigate enjoyment, and external 
directions for learning may trigger anxiety.   
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   Social-Behavioral Engagement 

 With the growing emphasis on constructivist 
forms of learning, student-student interactions 
have become increasingly important in shaping 
students’ learning and achievement. Within these 
settings, students must engage socially with their 
peers. This type of social engagement includes 
behavioral engagement, such as engaging in dis-
cussion or listening to one’s peers (Fredricks et al., 
 2004  ) , but it can also include higher-order quality 
forms of social participation such as working 
cohesively, respectfully, and supporting other stu-
dents’ learning. Thus, we use the term social-
behavioral engagement to refer to a range of social 
forms of engagement around academic tasks 
including participation with peers as well as 
higher-quality social interactions (Linnenbrink-
Garcia et al.,  2011  ) . Social-behavioral engagement 
is distinct from other forms of engagement such 
as emotional engagement, which is focused more 
on students’ emotions in relation to learning tasks, 
and on feelings of belonging which refer to a sense 
of general connectedness with peers, teachers, 
or the school (see Appleton et al.,  2008  ) . In this way, 
social-behavioral engagement includes support 
for high-quality social interactions that directly 
facilitate students’ engagement and learning 
within peer-to-peer learning contexts through 
collaboration. 

 Instructional settings that require interactions 
with peers may present unique emotional chal-
lenges and evoke strong emotional responses 
(Crook,  2000 ; Do & Schallert,  2004 ; Jarvenoja & 
Jarvela,  2009 ;    Linnenbrink-Garcia et al.,  2011 ; 
Wosnitza & Volet,  2005  ) . This is not surprising, 
especially given the key role that social agents 
play in shaping emotions across time (Denzin, 
 1984 ; Frenzel, Goetz, Lüdtke, Pekrun, & Sutton, 
 2009 ; Schutz, Hong, Cross, & Osbon,  2006  ) . As 
such, we consider the interplay between emo-
tions and social-behavioral engagement both in 
terms of direct peer-to-peer interactions as well 
as online peer interactions. 

   Direct Interaction 
 There is growing evidence that emotions relate to 
social-behavioral engagement in direct peer 
interaction, in both laboratory and fi eld-based 

research involving small groups and class discus-
sion. This research generally suggests that posi-
tive emotions such as feeling happy or calm 
promote social-behavioral engagement including 
active listening, supporting one’s peers, and 
increasing group cohesion, while negative deacti-
vating states, such as feeling tired, undermine 
engagement (Bramesfeld & Gasper,  2008 ; Do & 
Schallert,  2004 ; Linnenbrink-Garcia et al.,  2011 ). 
Linnenbrink-Garcia et al. ( 2011 ) also found that 
both activated (tense) and deactivated (tired) neg-
ative affective states were associated with 
decreased social-behavioral engagement in the 
form of social loafi ng or allowing the other stu-
dents during small group work to do all the work. 
Moreover, within small group settings, negative 
emotions seemed to sustain negative cycles of 
group interactions such as disrespecting other 
group members and discouraging their participa-
tion. However, this research also suggests that the 
interplay between emotions and social-behavioral 
engagement is complex, such that negative emo-
tions can at times support rather than undermine 
social-behavioral engagement (Do & Schallert, 
 2004 ; Linnenbrink-Garcia et al.,  2011 ).  

   Online Interaction 
 Studies analyzing online discussions and group 
work also suggest that emotions and social 
engagement are related (Nummenmaa & 
Nummenmaa,  2008 ; Vuorela & Nummenmaa, 
 2004 ; Wosnitza & Volet,  2005  ) . For example, 
in a study of undergraduates working in an 
asynchronous web environment (e.g., students 
post comments and discuss ideas but are not 
required to interact in real time), social interac-
tions were more likely to evoke emotional 
responses, as compared with other aspects of 
the learning environment such as the online 
web program or the technology (Vuorela & 
Nummenmaa). There was no relation between 
mean levels of emotion with social-behavioral 
engagement; however, students who had more 
variability (ranging from pleasant to unpleasant 
emotions) were found to engage more in the 
online exchange. 

 In sum, there is growing evidence that emotions 
are related to social-behavioral engagement when 
students work with their peers on academic tasks. 
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Broadly speaking, positive emotions seem to 
support social-behavioral engagement, while neg-
ative emotions can undermine it. However, with 
social-behavioral engagement as well, it is impor-
tant to note that the nature of these relations is 
complex, suggesting the need to consider recip-
rocal and cyclical relations between emotions 
and social-behavioral engagement.   

   Academic Achievement 

 Since many different mechanisms of engagement 
can contribute to the functional effects of emo-
tions, the overall effects on students’ academic 
achievement are inevitably complex and may 
depend on the interplay between different mech-
anisms, as well as between these mechanisms 
and task demands. Nevertheless, it seems possi-
ble to derive inferences from the existing evi-
dence and the above considerations. 

   Positive Emotions 
 Traditionally it was assumed that positive emo-
tions, notwithstanding their potential to foster cre-
ativity, are often maladaptive for performance as a 
result of inducing unrealistically positive apprais-
als triggered by mood-congruent retrieval, foster-
ing nonanalytical information processing, and 
making effort expenditure seem unnecessary by 
signaling that everything is going well (Aspinwall, 
 1998 ; Pekrun et al.,  2002b  ) . From this perspec-
tive, “our primary goal is to feel good, and feel-
ing good makes us lazy thinkers who are oblivious 
to potentially useful negative information and 
unresponsive to meaningful variations in infor-
mation and situation” (Aspinwall,  1998 , p. 7). 

 However, as noted, positive mood has typi-
cally been regarded as a unitary construct in 
experimental mood research. As argued earlier, 
such a view is inadequate because it fails to dis-
tinguish between activating versus deactivating 
moods and emotions. As detailed in Pekrun’s 
 (  2006  )  cognitive/motivational model,  deactivat-
ing  positive emotions, like relief or relaxation, 
may well have the negative performance effects 
described for positive mood, whereas  activating  
positive emotions, such as task-related enjoy-
ment or pride, should have positive effects. 

The evidence cited earlier suggests that enjoyment 
preserves cognitive resources and focuses atten-
tion on the task; promotes relational processing 
of information; induces intrinsic motivation; and 
facilitates use of fl exible learning strategies and 
self-regulation, thus likely exerting positive 
effects on overall performance under many task 
conditions. In contrast, deactivating positive emo-
tions, such as relief and relaxation, can reduce 
task attention; can have variable motivational 
effects by undermining current motivation while 
at the same time reinforcing motivation to reen-
gage with the task; and can lead to superfi cial 
information processing, thus likely making effects 
on overall achievement more variable. 

 Related empirical evidence is scarce, but sup-
ports the view that activating positive emotions 
can enhance achievement. Specifi cally, enjoy-
ment of learning was found to correlate moder-
ately positively with K-12 and college students’ 
academic performance (Helmke,  1993 ; Pekrun 
et al.,  2002a,   2002b  ) . Furthermore, students’ 
enjoyment, hope, and pride correlated positively 
with college students’ interest, effort invested in 
studying, elaboration of learning material, and 
self-regulation of learning, in line with the view 
that these activating positive emotions can be 
benefi cial for students’ academic agency (Pekrun 
et al.,  2002a,   2002b  ) . Consistent with evidence 
on discrete emotions, general positive affect has 
also been found to correlate positively with stu-
dents’ cognitive engagement (Linnenbrink, 
 2007  ) . However, some studies have found null 
relations between activating positive emotions 
(or affect) and individual engagement and 
achievement (Linnenbrink,  2007 ; Pekrun, Elliot, 
& Maier,  2009  ) . Also, caution should be exer-
cised in interpreting the reported correlations. 
Linkages between emotions and achievement are 
likely due not only to performance effects of 
emotions, but also to effects of performance 
attainment on emotions, implying reciprocal 
rather than unidirectional causation.  

   Negative Activating Emotions 
 As noted, emotions such as anger, anxiety, and 
shame produce task-irrelevant thinking, thus 
reducing cognitive resources available for task 
purposes, and undermine students’ intrinsic 
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motivation. On the other hand, these emotions 
can induce motivation to avoid failure and facili-
tate the use of more rigid learning strategies. By 
implication, the effects on resulting academic 
performance depend on task conditions and may 
well be variable, similar to the proposed effects 
of positive deactivating emotions. The available 
evidence supports this position. 

 Specifi cally, it has been shown that  anxiety  
impairs performance on complex or diffi cult tasks 
that demand cognitive resources, such as diffi cult 
intelligence test items, whereas performance on 
easy, less complex, and repetitive tasks may not 
suffer or is even enhanced (Hembree,  1988 ; 
Zeidner,  1998,   2007  ) . In line with experimental 
fi ndings, fi eld studies have shown that test anxi-
ety correlates moderately negatively with stu-
dents’ academic performance. Typically, 5–10% 
of the variance in students’ achievement scores is 
explained by self-reported anxiety (Hembree, 
 1988 ; Zeidner,  1998  ) . Again, in explaining the 
correlational evidence, reciprocal causation of 
emotion and performance has to be considered. 
Linkages between test anxiety and achievement 
may be caused by effects of success and failure 
on the development of test anxiety, in addition to 
effects of anxiety on achievement. The scarce 
longitudinal evidence available suggests that test 
anxiety and students’ achievement are in fact 
linked by reciprocal causation across school years 
(Meece, Wigfi eld, & Eccles,  1990 ; Pekrun, 
 1992b  ) . Furthermore, correlations with perfor-
mance variables have not been uniformly nega-
tive across studies. Zero and positive correlations 
have sometimes been found, in line with our view 
that anxiety can exert ambiguous effects. Anxiety 
likely has deleterious effects in many students, 
but it may facilitate overall performance in those 
who are more resilient and can productively use 
the motivational energy provided by anxiety. 

 Few studies have addressed the effects of neg-
ative activating emotions other than anxiety. 
Similar to anxiety,  shame  related to failure showed 
negative overall correlations with college stu-
dents’ academic achievement and negatively pre-
dicted their exam performance (Pekrun et al., 
 2004,   2009  ) . However, as with anxiety, shame 
likely exerts variable effects (Turner & Schallert, 

 2001  ) . Similarly, while achievement-related  anger  
correlated negatively with academic performance 
in a few studies (Boekaerts,  1993 ; Pekrun et al., 
 2004  ) , the underlying mechanisms may be com-
plex and imply more than just negative effects. In 
a study by Lane, Whyte, Terry, and Nevill  (  2005  ) , 
depressed mood interacted with anger experi-
enced before an academic exam, such that anger 
was related to improved performance in students 
who reported no depressive mood symptoms—
presumably because they were able to maintain 
motivation and invest necessary effort. In sum, 
the fi ndings for anxiety, shame, and anger support 
the notion that performance effects of negative 
activating emotions are complex, although rela-
tionships with overall performance are negative 
for many task conditions and students.  

   Negative Deactivating Emotions 
 In contrast to negative activating emotions, nega-
tive deactivating emotions, such as boredom and 
hopelessness, are posited to uniformly impair 
performance by reducing cognitive resources, 
undermining both intrinsic and extrinsic motiva-
tion, and promoting superfi cial information pro-
cessing (Pekrun,  2006  ) . However, in spite of the 
frequency of boredom experienced by many indi-
viduals in school today, this emotion has received 
scant attention, as has the less frequent, but dev-
astating emotion of achievement-related hope-
lessness. An exception is experimental research 
on boredom induced by very simple, repetitive 
tasks, such as assembly-line, vigilance, or data 
entry tasks. Boredom was found to reduce perfor-
mance on these tasks (Fisher,  1993  ) . In educa-
tion, boredom has been discussed as being 
experienced by gifted students (Sisk,  1988  ) . The 
little evidence available corroborates that bore-
dom and hopelessness relate uniformly nega-
tively to students’ achievement, in line with 
theoretical expectations (Goetz, Frenzel, Pekrun, 
Hall, & Lüdtke,  2007 ; Maroldo,  1986 ; Pekrun 
et al.,  2002a,   2004,   2010  ) . 

 In sum, theoretical expectations, the evidence 
produced by experimental studies, and fi ndings 
from fi eld studies imply that students’ emotions 
have profound effects on their engagement and 
academic achievement. As such, administrators 
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and educators should pay attention to the 
emotions experienced by students. Most likely, 
the effects of students’ enjoyment of learning are 
benefi cial, whereas hopelessness and boredom 
are detrimental for engagement. The effects of 
emotions like anger, anxiety, or shame are more 
complex, but for the average student, these emo-
tions also have negative overall effects.    

   Origins of Academic Emotions 

 Given the relevance of students’ emotions for 
their engagement, it pays to analyze their origins 
as well. While a more detailed review of the lit-
erature is beyond the scope of this chapter, we 
provide a short overview of current research in 
this section (for more comprehensive treatments, 
see Schutz & Pekrun,  2007 ; Zeidner,  1998  ) . We 
fi rst address appraisals and achievement goals as 
individual antecedents of students’ emotions, and 
subsequently the role of learning tasks and social 
environments. 

   Appraisals as Proximal Antecedents 

 Generally, emotions can be caused and modu-
lated by numerous individual factors, including 
situational perceptions, cognitive appraisals 
and emotion schemata, neurohormonal processes, 
and sensory feedback from facial, gestural, and 
postural expression (Davidson, Scherer, & Gold-
smith,  2003 ; Scherer, Schorr, & Johnstone,  2001  ) . 
However, the emotions experienced in an aca-
demic context pertain to culturally defi ned 
demands in settings that are a recent product of 
civilization. In these settings, the individual has 
to learn how to adapt to situational demands while 
preserving individual autonomy—inevitably a 
process guided by appraisals. As such, cognitive 
appraisals of task demands, personal compe-
tences, the probability of success and failure, 
and the value of these outcomes likely play a 
major role in the arousal of academic emotions, 
and research on the determinants of academic 
emotions from early on has focused on such 
appraisals. 

   Test Anxiety Research 
 Test anxiety studies were the fi rst to address the 
appraisal antecedents of students’ emotions. In 
these studies, appraisals concerning threat of fail-
ure have been addressed as causing anxiety. In 
terms of R. S. Lazarus’ transactional stress model 
(Lazarus & Folkman,  1984  ) , threat in a given 
achievement setting is evaluated in terms of the 
likelihood and subjective importance of failure 
(“primary appraisal”) and in terms of possibili-
ties to cope with this threat (“secondary 
appraisal”). A student may experience anxiety 
when her primary appraisal indicates that failure 
on an important exam is likely, and when her sec-
ondary appraisal indicates that this threat is not 
suffi ciently controllable. Empirical research con-
fi rms that test anxiety is closely related to per-
ceived lack of control over performance. 
Specifi cally, numerous studies have shown that 
K-12 and postsecondary students’ self-concept of 
ability, self-effi cacy expectations, and academic 
control beliefs correlate negatively with their test 
anxiety (Hembree,  1988 ; Pekrun et al.,  2004 ; 
Zeidner,  1998  ) .  

   Attributional Theory 
 In attributional theories explaining emotions fol-
lowing success and failure, perceived control 
plays a central role as well. In B. Weiner’s 
 (  1985,   2007  )  approach, attributions of success 
and failure to various causes are held to be pri-
mary determinants of these emotions, except 
“attribution-independent” emotions which are 
directly instigated by perceptions of success or 
failure (happiness and sadness/frustration for 
success and failure, respectively). Pride is 
assumed to be aroused by attributions of success 
to internal causes (i.e., causes located within the 
person, such as ability and effort). Shame is seen 
to be instigated by failure attributed to internal 
causes that are uncontrollable (like lack of abil-
ity), and gratitude and anger by attributions of 
success and failure, respectively, to external 
causes that are under control by others. The sta-
bility of perceived causes is posited to be impor-
tant for hopefulness and hopelessness regarding 
future performance. Findings from scenario stud-
ies asking students how they, or others, might 
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react to success and failure were largely in line 
with Weiner’s propositions, as were fi ndings 
from correlational fi eld studies (Heckhausen, 
 1991 ; Weiner,  1985  ) .  

   Control-Value Theory 
 While test anxiety theories and attributional 
 theories have addressed outcome emotions per-
taining to success and failure, they have neglected 
activity-related emotions. In Pekrun’s  (  2006 ; 
Pekrun et al.,  2007  )  control-value theory of 
achievement emotions, core propositions of the 
transactional stress model and attributional theo-
ries are revised and expanded to explain a broader 
variety of emotions. The theory posits that 
achievement emotions are induced when the indi-
vidual feels in control of, or out of control of, 
achievement activities and outcomes that are sub-
jectively important—implying that appraisals of 
control and value are the proximal determinants 
of these emotions (e.g., Goetz, Frenzel, Stoeger, 
& Hall,  2010  ) . Control appraisals pertain to the 
perceived controllability of actions and outcomes, 
as implied by related causal expectations (self-
effi cacy expectations and outcome expectations), 
causal attributions, and competence appraisals. 
Value appraisals relate to the subjective impor-
tance of these activities and outcomes. 

 Different combinations of control and value 
appraisals are proposed to instigate different 
achievement emotions. Prospective, anticipatory 
joy and hopelessness are expected to be triggered 
when there is high perceived control (joy) or a 
complete lack of perceived control (hopeless-
ness). For example, a student who believes he has 
the necessary resources to get an A+ on an impor-
tant exam may feel joyous about the prospect of 
receiving such a grade. Conversely, if he believes 
he is incapable of preventing to fail the exam, he 
may experience hopelessness. Prospective hope 
and anxiety are instigated when there is uncer-
tainty about control, the attentional focus being 
on anticipated success in the case of hope, and 
on anticipated failure in the case of anxiety. For 
example, a student who is unsure about being 
able to master an important exam may hope for 
success, fear failure, or both. Similarly, retro-
spective pride, shame, gratitude, and anger are 

also seen to be induced by appraisals of control 
and value. 

 Regarding activity emotions, enjoyment of 
achievement activities is proposed to depend on a 
combination of positive competence appraisals 
and positive appraisals of the intrinsic value of 
the action (e.g., studying) and its reference objects 
(e.g., learning material). For example, a student 
is expected to enjoy learning if she feels compe-
tent to meet the demands of the learning task and 
values the learning material. If she feels incom-
petent, or is disinterested in the material, study-
ing is not enjoyable. Anger and frustration are 
aroused when the intrinsic value of the activity is 
negative (e.g., when working on a diffi cult proj-
ect is perceived as taking too much effort which 
is experienced as aversive). Finally, boredom is 
experienced when the activity lacks any intrinsic 
incentive value (Pekrun et al.,  2010  ) .  

   Nonrefl ective Induction of Emotions 
 Importantly, emotions need not always be medi-
ated by conscious appraisals. Rather, recurring 
appraisal-based induction of emotions can become 
automatic and nonrefl ective over time. When aca-
demic activities are repeated over and over again, 
appraisals and the induction of emotions can 
become routinized to the extent that there is no 
longer any conscious mediation of emotions—or 
no longer any cognitive mediation at all 
(Reisenzein,  2001  ) . In the procedural emotion 
schemata established by routinization, situation 
perception and emotion are directly linked such 
that perceptions can automatically induce the emo-
tion (e.g., the mere smell of a chemistry lab induc-
ing joy). However, when the situation changes or 
attempts are made to change the emotion (as in 
psychotherapy), appraisals come into play again.   

   The Role of Achievement-Related Goals 
and Orientations 

 To the extent that cognitive appraisals are proxi-
mal determinants of achievement emotions, more 
distal individual antecedents, such as gender or 
achievement-related beliefs, should affect these 
emotions by fi rst infl uencing appraisals (Fig.  12.2 ; 
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Pekrun,  2006  ) . This can also be assumed for the 
infl uence of achievement-related goals and goal 
orientations which are thought to direct atten-
tional focus in the course of achievement activi-
ties. Specifi cally, these goals and orientations 
provide a lens through which individuals inter-
pret and respond to achievement-related settings 
(Dweck & Leggett,  1988  ) .  Achievement goals  
can be defi ned as the competence-relevant aims 
that individuals strive for in achievement settings 

(Elliot,  2005  ) , with different goals being related 
to different defi nitions of achievement. In mas-
tery goals, achievement is judged by intraindi-
vidual standards or absolute criteria; in 
performance goals, achievement is judged by 
normative standards comparing performance 
across individuals.  Achievement goal orienta-
tions  are broader cognitive schemas that comprise 
achievement goals as well as associated reasons 
to pursue these goals (Maehr & Zusho,  2009 ; 
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Pintrich,  2000  ) . Mastery goal orientations focus 
on developing competence and learning, whereas 
performance goal orientations focus on demon-
strating competence, often in relation to the oth-
ers (Dweck & Leggett). Researchers have also 
proposed that these primary goals and orienta-
tions can be further differentiated into approach 
and avoidance dimensions (Elliot,  1999 ; Elliot & 
McGregor,  2001 ; Pintrich,  2000  ) . In this way, 
individuals can strive toward success or away 
from failure, resulting in four possible goals and 
goal orientations (mastery-approach, mastery-
avoidance, performance-approach, performance-
avoidance; for a recent revision of this framework, 
see Elliot, Murayama, & Pekrun,  2011 ).  

 As achievement-related goals and goal orien-
tations are central to achievement motivation 
(Dweck & Leggett,  1988 ; Elliot & McGregor, 
 2001 ; Nicholls,  1984  ) , understanding their rela-
tions with emotions is of specifi c importance for 
explaining students’ engagement. The relation 
can be explained by assuming that different goals 
and orientations focus attention on different 
aspects of current academic activities, thus pro-
moting different kinds of appraisals. Specifi cally, 
goals can promote appraisals of the controllabil-
ity and value of achievement, and of the rate of 
progress toward goal attainment. Furthermore, 
they can differentially focus the individual on the 
task versus the self. 

 In terms of controllability and value, Pekrun’s 
 (  2006 ; Pekrun, Elliot, & Maier,  2006 ; Pekrun et al., 
 2009  )  control-value theory implies that mastery 
goals should focus attention on the controllability 
and positive values of task activities, thus promot-
ing positive activity emotions such as enjoyment of 
learning and reducing negative activity emotions 
such as boredom. Performance-approach goals 
should focus attention on the controllability and 
positive values of success, thus facilitating positive 
outcome emotions such as hope and pride, and 
performance-avoidance goals should focus atten-
tion on the uncontrollability and negative value of 
failure, thus inducing negative outcome emotions 
such as anxiety, shame, and hopelessness. 

 In terms of the rate of progress toward goal 
attainment, Linnenbrink and Pintrich’s  (  2002b ; 
Linnenbrink,  2007 ; Tyson, Linnenbrink-Garcia, 

& Hill,  2009  )  bidirectional model of goals and 
affect proposes that mastery goals promote per-
ceptions of progress toward success since prog-
ress is judged relative to one’s own improvement, 
thus facilitating emotions such as elation and hap-
piness. Performance-approach goals are thought 
to promote emotions such as sadness for the many 
individuals who perceive insuffi cient progress 
toward success due to competition with others, 
and happiness for those who do perceive suffi -
cient progress; performance-avoidance goals pro-
mote perceptions of moving away from or toward 
failure, thus facilitating relief or anxiety, respec-
tively. Both performance-approach and perfor-
mance-avoidance goals are proposed to be 
associated with anxiety, due to the heightened 
focus on the self. As such, performance-approach 
goal orientations in particular should be associ-
ated with a range of emotions including elation, 
happiness, sadness, and anxiety, depending both 
on perceived progress and the salience of the self. 
Overall, the predictions derived from the two 
models are complementary and largely consistent, 
with few exceptions such as differences in the 
proposed links for hopelessness and sadness (see 
Pekrun & Stephens,  2009 ; Tyson et al.,  2009  ) . 

 The available evidence corroborates that stu-
dents’ goals affect their emotions. Relations 
between achievement goals and omnibus vari-
ables of general positive and negative affect 
tend to lack consistency (Linnenbrink & 
Pintrich,  2002b ; Pekrun et al.,  2006,   2009  ) ; 
however, there are fairly clear linkages with dis-
crete achievement emotions, especially for mas-
tery and performance-avoidance goals. The 
relation between performance-avoidance goals 
and test anxiety is best documented, but recent 
research also shows consistent relations for 
mastery goals and activity emotions (positive 
for enjoyment, negative for boredom) and for 
performance goals and outcome emotions other 
than anxiety, such as pride, shame, and hope-
lessness (Daniels et al.,  2009 ; Linnenbrink, 
 2007 ; Linnenbrink & Pintrich,  2002b ; 
Mouratidis, Vansteenkiste, Lens, & Auweele, 
 2009 ; Pekrun et al.,  2006,   2009  ) . The close 
 relation between achievement-related goals and 
subsequent emotions also implies that emotions 
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can function as mediators of the effects of 
achievement goals on engagement and achieve-
ment. For example, in research by Linnenbrink 
et al.  (  1999  ) , general negative affect was a 
mediator of mastery goal effects on task perfor-
mance. Similarly, in studies by Elliot and 
McGregor  (  1999  )  and Pekrun et al.  (  2009  ) , per-
formance-avoidance goals predicted anxiety 
which in turn was a negative predictor of 
achievement, implying that anxiety mediated 
the effects of performance-avoidance goals on 
achievement.  

   The Infl uence of Tasks 
and Environments 

 The impact of task design and learning environ-
ments on students’ emotions is largely unex-
plored, with the exception of research on the 
antecedents of test anxiety (see Wigfi eld & 
Eccles,  1990 ; Zeidner,  1998,   2007  )  and task 
interest/enjoyment (e.g., Deci & Ryan,  1987  ) . 
Lack of structure and clarity in classroom instruc-
tion and exams, as well as excessively high task 
demands, relate positively to students’ test anxi-
ety. These effects are likely mediated by students’ 
perceptions of low control and resulting expec-
tancies of failure (Pekrun,  1992b  ) . Furthermore, 
the format of tasks has been found to be relevant. 
Open-ended formats (e.g., essay questions) seem 
to induce more anxiety than multiple-choice for-
mats, likely due to higher working memory 
demands which are diffi cult to meet when mem-
ory capacity is used for worrying about failure 
(Shaha,  1984 ; Zeidner,  1987  ) . In contrast, giving 
individuals the choice between tasks, relaxing 
time constraints, and giving second chances in 
terms of retaking tests have been found to reduce 
test anxiety, presumably so because perceived 
control is enhanced under these conditions 
(Zeidner,  1998 ). These fi ndings are in line with 
research demonstrating that task structures that 
function to promote autonomy and a sense of 
control are positively related to intrinsic motiva-
tion, cognitive fl exibility, positive affect, and 
well-being (e.g., Deci & Ryan,  1987 ). 

 Regarding social environments, high achieve-
ment expectancies from important others, nega-

tive feedback after performance, and negative 
consequences of poor performance (e.g., public 
humiliation) show moderate to strong positive 
correlations with students’ test anxiety (Pekrun, 
 1992b ; Zeidner,  1998  ) . Also, individual competi-
tion in classrooms is positively related to stu-
dents’ anxiety, presumably because competition 
reduces expectancies for success and increases 
the importance of avoiding failure (Wigfi eld & 
Eccles,  1990  ) . In contrast, in K-12 research, 
social support from parents and teachers and a 
cooperative classroom climate have been found 
to be uncorrelated with students’ test anxiety 
scores (Hembree,  1988  ) . Negative feedback 
loops of support and anxiety may account for this 
surprising noncorrelation. Social support can 
alleviate anxiety (negative effect of support on 
anxiety), but anxiety can provoke support in the 
fi rst place (positive effect of anxiety on support), 
thus yielding an overall zero correlation. 

 The quality of tasks, expectations from sig-
nifi cant others, and functional importance of 
achievement likely infl uence academic emotions 
other than anxiety as well. Related evidence is 
largely lacking to date. The following factors 
may be relevant for a broad variety of academic 
emotions (see Fig.  12.2 ). 

   Cognitive Quality 
 The cognitive quality of classroom instruction 
and tasks as defi ned by their structure, clarity, and 
potential for cognitive stimulation likely has a 
positive infl uence on perceived competence and 
the perceived value of tasks (e.g., Cordova & 
Lepper,  1996  ) , thus positively infl uencing stu-
dents’ emotions and engagement. Specifi cally, 
the cognitive quality of tasks in terms of inducing 
appropriate levels of cognitive incongruity may 
be of primary importance for the arousal of 
epistemic emotions such as surprise and curios-
ity. In addition, the relative diffi culty of tasks can 
infl uence perceived control, and the match 
between task demands and competences can 
infl uence subjective task value, thus also infl u-
encing emotions. If demands are too high or too 
low, the incentive value of tasks may be reduced 
to the extent that boredom is experienced (Acee 
et al.,  2010 ; Csikszentmihalyi,  1975 ; Pekrun 
et al.,  2010  ) .  
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   Motivational Quality 
 Teachers and peers deliver both direct and indi-
rect messages conveying academic values. Two 
ways of inducing emotionally relevant values in 
indirect ways may be most important. First, if 
tasks and environments are shaped such that they 
meet students’ needs, positive activity-related 
emotions should be fostered. For example, learn-
ing environments that support cooperation should 
help students fulfi ll their needs for social related-
ness, thus making working on academic tasks 
more enjoyable and promoting their social 
engagement as discussed earlier. Second, teach-
ers’ own enthusiasm in dealing with tasks can 
facilitate the adoption of achievement values and 
related emotions (Frenzel et al.,  2009 ; Turner, 
Meyer, Midgley, & Patrick,  2003  ) . Observational 
learning and emotional contagion may be prime 
mechanisms mediating these effects (Hatfi eld, 
Cacioppo, & Rapson,  1994  ) .  

   Autonomy Support 
 Tasks and environments supporting autonomy can 
increase perceived control and, by meeting needs 
for autonomy, the value of related achievement 
activities (Tsai, Kunter, Lüdtke, Trautwein, & 
Ryan,  2008  ) . However, these benefi cial effects 
likely depend on the match between individual 
competences and needs for academic autonomy, 
on the one hand, and the affordances of these envi-
ronments, on the other. In case of a mismatch, loss 
of control and negative emotions could result.  

   Goal Structures and Social Expectations 
 Different standards for defi ning achievement can 
imply individualistic (mastery), competitive (nor-
mative performance), or cooperative goal struc-
tures (Johnson & Johnson,  1974  ) . The goal 
structures provided in academic settings conceiv-
ably infl uence emotions in two ways. First, to the 
extent that these structures are adopted, they infl u-
ence individual achievement goals (Murayama & 
Elliot,  2009  )  and any emotions infl uenced by these 
goals (Kaplan & Maehr,  1999 ; Roeser, Midgley, & 
Urdan,  1996  ) . Second, goal structures determine 
relative opportunities for experiencing success 
and perceiving control, thus infl uencing control-
dependent emotions. Specifi cally, competitive 

goal structures imply, by defi nition, that some 
individuals have to experience failure, thus induc-
ing negative outcome emotions such as anxiety 
and hopelessness in these individuals. Similarly, 
the demands implied by an important other’s unre-
alistic expectancies for achievement can lead to 
negative emotions resulting from reduced subjec-
tive control.  

   Feedback and Consequences 
of Achievement 
 Cumulative success can strengthen perceived 
control, and cumulative failure can undermine 
control. In environments involving frequent 
assessments, performance feedback is likely of 
primary importance for the arousal of academic 
emotions. In addition, the perceived consequences 
of success and failure are important, since these 
consequences affect the instrumental value of 
achievement outcomes. Positive outcome emo-
tions (e.g., hope for success) can be increased if 
success produces benefi cial long-term outcomes 
(e.g., future career opportunities) and provided 
suffi cient contingency between one’s own efforts, 
success, and these outcomes. Negative conse-
quences of failure (e.g., unemployment), on the 
other hand, may increase achievement-related 
anxiety and hopelessness (Pekrun,  1992b  ) . 

 In sum, individual antecedents as well as 
social environments and academic tasks shape 
students’ academic emotions and, consequently, 
any emotion-dependent engagement with learn-
ing. Environments, goals, and appraisals can 
induce, prevent, and modulate students’ emo-
tions, and they can shape their objects and con-
tents. Depending on individual goals and the 
learning environment provided, students’ aca-
demic life can be infused with positive affect and 
joyful task engagement, or with anxiety, frustra-
tion, and boredom. However, the strong impact 
of tasks and the social environment does not 
imply that basic mechanisms linking students’ 
emotions with their engagement vary as a func-
tion of task and social context. Rather, these 
mechanisms seem to be pretty stable across con-
texts (Pekrun,  2009  ) . For example, concerning 
the context provided by different task domains, 
students’ emotions experienced in mathematics, 
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science, and languages differed in mean levels 
across domains, but showed equivalent internal 
structures and linkages with academic achieve-
ment across domains in recent research with high 
school students (Goetz et al.,  2007  ) . Similarly, in 
a cross-cultural comparison of Chinese and 
German high school students’ emotions in math-
ematics, Frenzel, Thrash, Pekrun, and Goetz 
 (  2007  )  found that mean levels of emotions dif-
fered between cultures, with Chinese students 
reporting more achievement-related enjoyment, 
pride, anxiety, and shame, and less anger in math-
ematics. However, the functional linkages of 
these emotions with perceived control, important 
others’ expectations, and academic achievement 
in mathematics were equivalent across cultures. 
Most likely, the general functions of emotions for 
students’ engagement and achievement described 
earlier are universal across different task domains, 
social environments, and cultural contexts.    

   Reciprocal Causation, Emotion 
Regulation, and Therapy 

 Academic emotions infl uence students’ engage-
ment and achievement, but achievement out-
comes are expected to reciprocally infl uence 
appraisals, emotions, and the environment 
(Pekrun,  2006 ; see Fig.  12.2 ). As such, academic 
emotions, their antecedents, and their effects are 
thought to be linked by reciprocal causation over 
time. Reciprocal causation may involve a number 
of feedback loops, including the following three 
that may be especially important. First, learning 
environments shape students’ appraisals and emo-
tions, as argued earlier, but these emotions recip-
rocally affect students’ learning environments 
and the behavior of teachers and classmates. For 
example, teachers’ and students’ enjoyment of 
classroom instruction are likely linked in recipro-
cal ways, emotional contagion being one of the 
mechanisms producing these links (see Frenzel 
et al.,  2009  ) . Second, emotions impact students’ 
engagement, and engagement affects students’ 
emotions. For example, enjoyment of learning 
can facilitate students’ self-regulation and use of 
creative learning strategies, as outlined earlier. 

Creative, self-directed involvement with tasks 
may in turn promote students’ enjoyment, 
 suggesting that students’ enjoyment and their 
strategy use are reciprocally linked. Similarly, 
emotions infl uence students’ motivational engage-
ment in terms of adopting various achievement 
goals, but these goals reciprocally infl uence stu-
dents’ emotions (Linnenbrink & Pintrich,  2002b  ) . 
Third, by impacting engagement, students’ emo-
tions have an infl uence on their achievement. 
Academic achievement outcomes and feedback 
on these outcomes, however, are primary forces 
shaping students’ emotions, again suggesting 
reciprocal causation. 

 In line with perspectives of dynamical systems 
theory (Turner & Waugh,  2007  ) , it is assumed 
that such reciprocal causation can take different 
forms and can extend over fractions of seconds 
(e.g., in linkages between appraisals and emo-
tions), days, weeks, months, or years. Positive 
feedback loops likely are commonplace (e.g., in 
reciprocal linkages between teachers’ and stu-
dents’ enjoyment as cited earlier), but negative 
feedback loops can also be important (e.g., when 
failure on an exam induces anxiety in a student, 
and anxiety motivates the student to successfully 
avoid failure on the next exam). 

 Reciprocal causation has implications for the 
regulation of academic emotions, for the treat-
ment of excessively negative emotions, and for 
the design of “emotionally sound” (Astleitner, 
 2000  )  learning environments. Since emotions, 
their antecedents, and their effects can be recipro-
cally linked over time, emotions can be regulated 
and changed by addressing any of the elements 
involved in these cyclic feedback processes. 
Regulation and treatment can target (a) the emo-
tion itself ( emotion-oriented  regulation and treat-
ment, such as using drugs and relaxation 
techniques to cope with anxiety or employing 
interest-enhancing strategies to reduce boredom; 
Sansone, Weir, Harpster, & Morgan,  1992  ) ; (b) 
the control and value appraisals underlying 
 emotions ( appraisal-oriented  regulation and treat-
ment; e.g., attributional retraining, Ruthig, Perry, 
Hall, & Hladkyj,  2004  ) ; (c) the competences 
determining individual agency ( competence- 
oriented  regulation and treatment; e.g., training of 
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learning skills); and (d) tasks and learning envi-
ronments ( design of tasks and environments ). 

 Emotion regulation and ways to treat exces-
sive negative academic emotions have mainly 
been studied for test anxiety and related test emo-
tions (e.g., Davis, DiStefano, & Schutz,  2008  ) . 
Specifi cally, test anxiety treatment is among the 
most successful psychological therapies avail-
able, effect sizes often being above  d  = 1 
(Hembree,  1988 ; Zeidner,  1998  ) . Empirical evi-
dence on ways to regulate and modify academic 
emotions more generally is still largely lacking to 
date, with few exceptions (c.f., Nett, Goetz, & 
Hall,  2010  ) .  

   Conclusion 

 As argued in this chapter, emotions are critically 
important for students’ engagement with aca-
demic tasks. This is likely true for all major 
types of cognitive, motivational, and behavioral 
engagement contributing to students’ academic 
success. However, much of the research sup-
porting this conclusion has been conducted by 
cognitive psychologists, social psychologists, 
and neuroscientists in laboratory studies and is 
far removed from the reality of academic con-
texts. Except for studies examining test anxiety, 
which has been a popular construct in educa-
tional research since the 1950s (Zeidner,  1998  ) , 
research on students’ emotions in real-world 
academic settings is clearly in a nascent stage. 
Educational research is just beginning to 
acknowledge the importance of affect and 
emotions. 

 To better understand the role of emotions for 
engagement in school, we suggest several areas 
for future research. First, researchers should inves-
tigate a variety of forms of emotions (mood, 
achievement, epistemic, topic, social) that may be 
relevant in educational contexts. There is a grow-
ing body of research on achievement emotions, 
but relatively little research on epistemic emotions 
or social emotions. We still know very little about 
how emotions emerge in response to specifi c task 
elements or in relation to social interactions in the 

classroom. Given the close proximity of epistemic 
and social emotions to the learning activity itself, 
studying emotions at this level may be especially 
fruitful for understanding how emotions shape 
engagement in school. Second, diverse theoretical 
defi nitions have plagued emotion research in other 
fi elds. Thus, we urge researchers conducting 
research on emotions in educational settings to be 
clear about how they defi ne emotions within the 
context of education and to carefully match the 
theoretical conceptualization of emotions with 
their assessment instruments. Third, within the 
fi eld of psychological neuroscience, great strides 
have been made in understanding the neurological 
bases for emotions and their link to other aspects 
of neurological functioning (c.f., Davidson, 
Pizzagalli, Nitschke, & Kalin,  2003 ; Immordino-
Yang, McColl, Damasio, & Damasio,  2009  ) . 
Researchers studying emotions in the classroom 
should be aware of the implications of this 
research, especially with respect to the implicit 
aspects of emotions and the way in which emo-
tions shape underlying cognitive processing. 
Fourth, as noted earlier, the reciprocal aspects of 
emotions are often neglected. Yet the models we 
discussed highlight the dynamic quality of emo-
tions and engagement. Future research needs to 
develop better methods for unpacking these 
dynamic relations across time. 

 Finally, if we are to truly understand the role 
of emotions in classroom settings, we need to 
design learning environments that are emotion-
ally adaptive for students and test the effective-
ness of these environments. As yet, the few 
attempts to design academic environments that 
foster students’ positive academic emotions have 
met with partial success at best (e.g., Glaeser-
Zikuda, Fuss, Laukenmann, Metz, & Randler, 
 2005  ) . The limited success may be due, at least in 
part, to the need for additional research about 
which emotions are especially benefi cial in edu-
cational settings. Nevertheless, the success story 
of test anxiety research suggests that future 
research can be successful in developing ways to 
shape academic settings so that adaptive student 
emotions fostering students’ engagement are pro-
moted and maladaptive emotions prevented.      
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  Abstract 

 This chapter focuses on interest as a key motivational construct for investi-
gating the relation between motivation and engagement. The emphasis is 
on identifying the links between the underlying interest processes and stu-
dents’ participation in achievement activities. It is suggested that a dynamic 
systems perspective with its emphasis on the individual as a self-organizing 
system provides a productive framework for future developments in under-
standing the sets of processes that support engagement. Central in this 
analysis will be an examination of the microprocess level to identify the 
process variables that combine in different patterns of student engagement. 
Addressing the relation between motivation and engagement at the micro-
process level puts a major emphasis on the immediate context of the task 
and the broader classroom. However, these are nested within expanding 
contexts of school and community cultures, and the relation between inter-
est processes and engagement in achievement activities will be considered 
within the framework of investigations into patterns of interest and engage-
ment using data from the PISA 2006 international survey of science 
achievement.    

 At the beginning of this century, Hidi and 
Harackiewicz  (  2000  )  reviewed research on 
achievement goals and interest to address the 
issue of how educators might motivate the aca-
demically unmotivated. At one point in their 
review, Hidi and Harackiewicz stated that “All 
children have interests, motivation to explore, 

to engage, but not all children have academic 
interests and motivation to learn to the best of 
their abilities in school” (p. 168). This statement 
foreshadows a number of the questions that will 
be addressed in this chapter. It points to a range 
of motivations that can be seen in students and 
acknowledges that there may be a mismatch 
between students’ motivation and what is required 
to achieve within school contexts. In this chapter, 
I explore the relation between students’ interest 
and engagement in classroom activities. 

 It is clear from the recent literature that a lot 
of attention has been given to researching the 
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motivation of achievement. As Fredricks, 
Blumenfeld, and Paris  (  2004  )  pointed out, the lit-
erature on motivation in education is more exten-
sive and has more precise distinctions drawn 
within component categories than has been typi-
cal in the engagement literature. One strand in 
the motivation literature takes the form of 
research into the functioning of specifi c, tightly 
defi ned variables, for example, achievement 
goals (Hulleman & Senko,  2010 ; Sideridis, 
 2009  ) . Another strand explores interconnections 
and overlaps between pairs of motivational vari-
ables, for example, interest and self-effi cacy 
(Hidi & Ainley,  2007  ) , and sets of motivation 
variables, (Murphy & Alexander,  2000  ) . Yet 
another strand focuses attention on how these 
variables and interconnections between variables 
play out in classrooms and other schooling con-
texts (Boekaerts, de Koning, & Vedder,  2006 ; 
Turner,  2010 ; Wosnitza & Volet,  2009  ) . In this 
chapter, I focus attention on the motivation con-
struct of  interest  and use contemporary directions 
in the understanding of interest to explore rela-
tions between students’ interest and engagement 
in classroom activities. My exploration will be 
organized in terms of the three key questions 
posed to the handbook authors:
    1.    What is your defi nition of engagement and 

motivation, and how do you differentiate 
the two?  

    2.    What overarching framework or theory do 
you use to study and explain engagement and 
motivation?  

    3.    What is the role of context in explaining 
engagement or motivation?     

   On    Defi nition 

 Across most areas of educational research, there 
are differences in defi nition and differences in 
emphasis within defi nitions of motivation and 
engagement, and these contribute to the challenge 
of the debate. Over the last two decades, the litera-
tures on both interest and engagement have wit-
nessed a large growth in volume. The interest 
literature struggled with conceptual issues in the 

early 1990s and the bulk of references in education 
over the last decade have taken the broad distinc-
tion between situational and individual interest as 
a starting point. On the other side, some of the 
major reviews synthesizing the debate on engage-
ment have been published more recently and are 
presenting some degree of consensus on the need 
to distinguish between types, components, or indi-
cators of engagement. For example, Jimerson, 
Campos, and Greif  (  2003  )  summarized the fi nd-
ings of their review of engagement and associated 
terms such as “school bonding” and “school 
attachment” by distinguishing three dimensions: 
affective, behavioral, and cognitive. Fredricks 
et al.  (  2004  )  referred to the multifaceted nature of 
engagement specifying behavioral, emotional, and 
cognitive facets: a “multidimensional construct 
that unites the three components in a meaningful 
way” (p. 60). Skinner, Furrer, Marchand, and 
Kindermann  (  2008  )  separated factors that are 
“outside of the construct” as facilitators of engage-
ment from features that are “inside the construct,” 
that is, are indicators of engagement, or part of the 
essential character of engagement. The two 
included in their model are behavioral and emo-
tional indicators but with acknowledgement that 
cognitive facets of engagement could be added to 
the model. While there seems to be general agree-
ment concerning the tripartite dimensionality of 
engagement, there is also recognition of potential 
overlaps between behavioral, emotional, and cog-
nitive aspects of engagement. 

 When it comes to the place of interest in these 
models, for Fredricks et al.  (  2004  ) , interest is one 
of the variables grouped as emotional engage-
ment along with values and emotions. Cognitive 
engagement includes “motivation, effort, and 
strategy use” (p. 64). Using somewhat different 
groupings, the taxonomy proposed by Christenson 
and Reschly (Appleton, Christenson, Kim, & 
Reschly,  2006 ; Reschly & Christenson,  2006  )  
includes motivational concepts concerned with 
values and goals as cognitive engagement, while 
psychological engagement includes feelings of 
belonging, identifi cation, and interpersonal rela-
tionships. Following this taxonomy, interest falls 
within the cognitive engagement domain. 
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 At the same time as these distinctions are 
articulated, reviews of the engagement literature 
qualify their analysis with the caveat that there 
are overlaps between the groupings, and the clas-
sifi cation of concepts such as interest and moti-
vation highlight some of the diffi culty in 
developing a single taxonomy of engagement 
that encompasses all of the relevant perspectives. 
While Fredricks et al.  (  2004  )  separate interest as 
a subset of emotional engagement and motiva-
tion as a subset of cognitive engagement, this 
chapter identifi es interest as a subset of motiva-
tion, and this is consistent with the general under-
standing in the motivation literature. However, 
the overlaps within the engagement literature 
highlight the need for close scrutiny of these con-
structs and the relations between them. 

   Turning the Lens on Engagement 

 For my analysis of the engagement side of 
the relation, the starting point is a dictionary 
defi nition ( The Australian Oxford Paperback 
Dictionary ,  1999  ) . Engagement and the associ-
ated verb “to engage” have a range of meanings 
that go far beyond the educational domain. All of 
the meanings, including those to do with betrothal, 
drawing battle lines, and employment, involve 
being occupied in an activity, for example, being 
engaged in conversation. However, whether used 
as the verb “to engage” or the noun “engage-
ment,” to convey meaning unambiguously, the 
term requires further specifi cation of the activity 
that is occupying the subject’s time and attention. 
Sometimes, in the educational research literature, 
the referent for engagement is explicit, for exam-
ple, student engagement with school (Appleton 
et al.,  2006 , p. 427), engagement in instructional 
activity (Marks,  2000 , p. 172), styles of engage-
ment with learning (Ainley,  1993 , p. 395), or 
engagement in school life (Linnakylä & Malin, 
 2008 , p. 585). Sometimes, the activity is not 
specifi ed although with knowledge of the context 
often the activity is clear by implication. However, 
the referent needs to be explicit to avoid the 
vagueness and overinclusiveness that can come 

with terms like engagement. Jimerson et al. 
 (  2003  )  make a similar point from their review of 
usage of terms associated with school engage-
ment: terms such as “school bonding” and “school 
attachment.” Jimerson et al. found that often 
these terms were not defi ned and the meaning of 
the term had to be deduced from the content of 
the measures used. 

 But, back to the dictionary defi nition. An addi-
tional meaning in general dictionary defi nitions 
comes from the fi eld of mechanics, more specifi -
cally, the operation of gears. Gears engage or 
interlock for the purpose of moving the parts of a 
machine. The metaphor can be pursued further. 
Gears used for driving a car can be mapped onto 
levels of engagement in classroom activities. For 
example, top gear represents the level of being 
fully engaged. Low gear and neutral gear are 
indicative of lower levels of engagement, mini-
mal activity and marking time, respectively. The 
metaphor can be followed through into disen-
gaged behavior and to dropping out of school, 
which map onto reverse gear. Hence, engagement 
as a construct for understanding involvement in 
education, irrespective of educational level, 
implies connection between students and the 
activities of schooling; it implies participation 
whether that is measured as attendance (e.g., 
Willms,  2003  ) , participation in extracurricular 
activities (e.g., Fullarton,  2002  ) , completion of 
homework, attitudes to school, student-teacher 
relationships, and sense of belonging (e.g., 
Linnakylä & Malin,  2008 ; Willms,  2003  ) .  

   Distinguishing Motivation 
and Engagement 

 One way of distinguishing motivation and 
engagement is to identify motivation as underly-
ing psychological process and engagement as a 
descriptor for the level of involvement or con-
nection between person and activity:

  Motivation is about  energy  and  direction , the rea-
sons for behavior, why we do what we do. 
Engagement describes  energy in action , the con-
nection between person and activity. (Russell, 
Ainley, & Frydenberg,  2005  )    
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 The same point distinguishing underlying 
psychological motivational processes from 
engagement as motivated action has been used 
and elaborated further by Appleton et al.  (  2006  ) . 
They suggested that “one can be motivated but 
not actively engage in a task. Motivation is thus 
necessary, but not suffi cient for engagement” 
(p. 428). It is important to notice here that the 
implication for the meaning of the term engage-
ment is that the individual has connected with the 
content of the task (top gear) rather than simply 
performing the activity mechanically or pretend-
ing to perform the activity (low gear). Hence, 
describing students’ engagement with learning 
mathematics implicates motivation for the activity, 
just as describing students’ disengagement or 
disaffection with learning mathematics impli-
cates lack of motivation for the activity.  

   Turning the Lens on Interest 

 To this point, the discussion has used the more 
general term motivation, and this sets the context 
for specifi c attention to the relation between 
interest, as a specifi c type of motivation, and 
engagement. Interest researchers and writers (see 
e.g., Hidi,  1990,   2006 ; Krapp,  2005 ; Rathunde & 
Csikszentmihalyi,  1993  )  often take Dewey’s 
writings as a reference point for their defi nitions. 
Referring to interest, Dewey asserted that “the 
root idea of the term seems to be that of being 
engaged, engrossed, or entirely taken up with 
some activity because of its recognized worth” 
(1913, see Boydston,  1979 , p. 160). This is “top 
gear” engagement, and the underlying psycho-
logical process is interest. 

 Consideration of the relation between interest 
and engagement directs attention to the underly-
ing processes that function to connect learners 
and learning tasks. At its simplest level, interest 
is a core psychological process energizing and 
directing students’ interaction with specifi c class-
room activities: a very specifi c situational engage-
ment. In addition, there are more complex levels 
of interest identifi ed as individual or personal 
interest, and these depend on both the immediate 
situation and students’ past experience with 

relevant learning domains as well as connections 
with many other forms of participation in school-
ing. The interest relation expressed in engage-
ment with classroom activities implicates both 
situational and personal factors to different 
degrees and in different combinations. 

 A range of metaphors can be used to help elab-
orate qualities of connection inherent in the rela-
tion between interest and engagement. Two will 
be explored. The fi rst metaphor is a  hook . When 
an activity triggers interest, students readily 
engage with that activity. It is  as if  the activity or 
specifi c features of the activity snare the student, 
drawing them in to engage. The second metaphor 
is a  switch  that connects students’ existing per-
sonal interests with opportunities to express those 
interests. Rather than being snared into the activ-
ity, this metaphor carries the implication that the 
activity is within the student’s range of valued 
activities and that simply encountering the oppor-
tunity to engage switches open connections, and 
the person immediately engages with the activity. 

 As with all metaphors, both of these highlight 
some aspects of interest processes; neither cap-
tures the full spectrum. Each metaphor resonates 
with a different type of interest. Situational inter-
est (Hidi,  1990 ; Hidi & Renninger,  2006 ; Krapp, 
 2005  )  refers to interest that is triggered or acti-
vated by features of a specifi c situation (the  hook  
metaphor). As has been shown in research on sit-
uational interest, especially in relation to reading, 
exposure to a specifi c text or topic that is novel, or 
ambiguous (Schraw & Lehman,  2001 ; Wade, 
 2001  ) , or that has to do with life and death issues 
or themes of universal signifi cance (Hidi & Baird, 
 1988  )  will trigger arousal, attention, and positive 
affect which together prompt the person to engage 
with the text. With physical education activities, 
it has been shown that situational interest is trig-
gered when students perceive the presence of 
some basic task features. Features such as nov-
elty, opportunities for exploration and challenge, 
and instant enjoyment triggered situational inter-
est in physical education tasks (Chen & Ennis, 
 2004 ; Sun, Chen, Ennis, Martin, & Shen,  2008  ) . 
In mathematics classes, Mitchell  (  1993  )  reported 
how novel features of computer presentation of 
mathematical problems triggered situational 
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interest (catch factors), but these features often 
did not maintain or hold interest. Perception of 
certain task features triggers the energy that is 
then invested in engagement with the activity. 

 On the other hand, individual interest refers to 
a positive orientation toward an activity or 
domain that has value for the person. For exam-
ple, a young student is known to spend hours 
reading about “life in the middle ages,” to watch 
any available fi lms depicting stories of heroes 
from the middle ages, and is known to fi nd the 
best websites for discovering more about medi-
eval characters. What has been observed is the 
student’s intense engagement with “life in the 
middle ages.” The intensity of involvement and 
the fact that the student seeks every opportunity 
to engage and reengage with activities from this 
domain is an indicator of an individual or per-
sonal interest in “life in the middle ages.” With 
this form of interest, it is not that the activity has 
triggered engagement. Engagement occurs when 
a person who has accrued knowledge and value 
for an activity, and who knows they enjoy the 
activity, perceives an opportunity to reengage. 
The individual interest in the learning domain 
(“life in the middle ages”) adheres in the legacy 
of past experience that engenders anticipatory 
affect and expectations of fi nding out something 
important. The  switch  metaphor gives emphasis 
to the quickening of intention and activity that 
ensues when the student perceives an opportunity 
to engage in their valued activity. The complex 
set of psychological processes subsumed under 
the individual interest concept emphasize that 
students’ existing interests represent their ways 
of valuing and interpreting contextual features in 
relation to potential activities. When there is a 
match between students’ individual interest and 
specifi c contextual affordances, students readily 
embrace the activity expressing enjoyment, con-
centration, and a desire to fi nd out more. 

 In short, when there is little or no existing 
interest relation between person and task, some-
thing needs to happen to start the forging of a 
link; specifi c situational features are the hook 
that initiates activity. On the other hand, when the 
student has an existing positively valued organiza-
tion or schema, an individual interest, perceiving 

an opportunity for congruent activities can be 
suffi cient for activity to occur. Opportunity is the 
switch that opens the connection between student 
and activity. 

 This exposition would be incomplete without 
consideration of another set of circumstances 
where interest has been shown to energize 
engagement. A form of interest with different ori-
gins is illustrated in fi ndings reported by Sansone 
who has explored students’ behavior when con-
strained to perform a boring task which involved 
copying a letter matrix (Sansone & Thoman, 
 2005 ; Sansone, Weir, Harpster, & Morgan,  1992  ) . 
Confronted with this type of condition (an unin-
teresting task but contextual reasons for staying 
with the task), students used self-generated strat-
egies to enhance their interest in the task and so 
maintained engagement. This form of interest is 
akin to situational interest, but there is no hook 
from the task. The student reorganizes or recon-
structs their perception of the task, so there is 
some aspect of it that is ambiguous, uncertain, or 
has new meaning. Alternatively, the student may 
generate interest in the task through reshaping 
their perception of it to fi t with personal mean-
ings and interests. 

 In sum, whether it is situational interest, or 
individual interest, or a form of self-generated 
interest serving a self-regulatory function, inter-
est is an important source of the energy and direc-
tion that sustains engagement with classroom 
activities.   

   Theoretical Orientation 

 In this section, we explore the implications of a 
dynamic systems perspective for understanding 
the relation between interest and students’ 
engagement in classroom activities. By referring 
to a dynamic systems perspective, we are draw-
ing on a set of theories loosely grouped as 
dynamic systems theories (see Lewis & Granic, 
 2000  ) . One of the basic proposals in these theo-
ries is that an individual’s behavior is best repre-
sented as a self-organizing system whereby 
pattern and internal organization emerge from the 
interactive experience of the individual in a 
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changing environment (Thelen & Smith,  2006  ) . 
From their research into perceptual, motor, and cog-
nitive systems in infants and young children, Thelen 
and Smith suggested that self-organization can 
be observed in the “patterns assembled for 
task-specifi c purposes whose form and stability 
depended on both the immediate and more dis-
tant history of the system” (p. 284). Within the 
educational domain, Jörg, Davis, and Nickmans 
 (  2007  )  have suggested that this general perspec-
tive on behavior is equally appropriate for the 
learning sciences. They suggest that complexity 
is central in this paradigm. It involves dealing 
with concepts such as interactivity, reciprocal 
interactions, and connectivity, and more attention 
to these aspects of learning will advance under-
standing to support student learning. Dynamic 
systems concepts are gaining wider currency in 
the educational literature and are being applied to 
explore particular educational phenomena, for 
example, the consequences for learning processes 
when students experience academic shame 
(Turner & Waugh,  2007  ) . 

 If we apply a dynamic systems perspective to 
the motivation of achievement behavior, each 
motivational construct can be viewed as an orga-
nization of psychological processes such as feel-
ings, thoughts, and action tendencies. A student’s 
current state of motivation is a unique organiza-
tion of immediate experiences interacting with 
their history of experiences in relation to a spe-
cifi c learning situation. Students come to a new 
learning situation with active organizations or 
motivation schema. These are likely to include 
components such as achievement goals, interest, 
and competency beliefs. In addition, experiences 
that have occurred immediately prior to the new 
learning situation become part of the schema. At 
any point in time, the motivation schemas cur-
rently active play a part in the system of factors 
that infl uence how an individual student reacts to 
a new situation. 

 At the simplest level in any new situation, the 
student has a perception of the task which may or 
may not align with the intentions of the task 
designer. Task perceptions are likely to involve a 
distinct combination of expectations of what the 
task is about, anticipatory feelings, and estimates 

of what actions and effort might be required. 
However, because learning tasks are never com-
pletely novel, these perceptions will also draw on 
existing schemas with their inherent organization 
of feelings, thoughts, and action tendencies, and 
this adds to individual variability. In short, aware-
ness and perception of particular properties of a 
new situation activates schemas that are orga-
nized units combining perceptions activated by 
the new situation and associated elements from 
existing motivational schemas. Such schemas 
guide students’ behavior in relation to the new 
learning situation. 

   Process Schemas and Task Engagement 

 Some fi ndings from a recent study illustrate this 
interdependence of past, present, and individual 
variability in students’ engagement with a class-
room activity. A range of variables, including 
mood, interest, achievement goal orientation, and 
students’ assessment of their confi dence and sat-
isfaction with their performance on the task, were 
monitored as students worked online to complete 
an open-ended problem task (see Ainley,  2007 ; 
Ainley, Flowers, & Patrick,  2005  ) . Before com-
mencing the task, students completed a mood 
scale adapted from a short form of the positive 
and negative affect schedule (PANAS, Watson & 
Clark,  1994  ) . This was repeated at the end of the 
session. Using cluster analysis techniques, three 
mood profi les were identifi ed: a  happy  group 
with a profi le of higher than average positive 
affect and lower than average negative affect, an 
 unhappy  group whose profi le indicated low nega-
tive affect coupled with lower than average posi-
tive affect, and an  anxious  group distinguished 
by a profi le of very high negative affect and low 
positive affect. 

 The same three mood profi les were identifi ed 
at the end of the session. However, there were a 
number of students who changed their mood sta-
tus. One third of the students reporting the 
 unhappy  profi le at the start had changed (20 of 61 
students), and at end of the task were reporting a 
mood profi le that classifi ed them with the  happy  
group. Contrasting this group with those who 
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maintained their  unhappy  mood profi le provided 
an opportunity to investigate student characteris-
tics and task responses that were associated with 
a change in mood while working on the problem 
scenario. 

 The students whose mood became more posi-
tive across the task had more positive personal 
achievement goal orientations as measured by an 
initial self-report. After the task was explained, 
self-reports of task interest and confi dence about 
their performance were recorded. There was no 
signifi cant difference between the group whose 
 unhappy  mood changed and the group with no 
change from their  unhappy  mood. However, what 
differed between these groups were their on-task 
responses to working on the problem scenario. 
A probe part way into the task asked students to 
report on their goal at that specifi c moment. 
Students whose mood became more positive 
reported higher on-task salience of both mastery 
and performance-approach goals. They were 
more likely to record higher ratings for the goals 
of understanding what they were doing (mastery: 
“right now my aim is to understand and learn as 
much as I can”) and showing they could outper-
form other students (performance-approach: 
“right now my aim is to show I can do better than 
other students”) than were the students whose 
mood did not change. Interest also increased 
across the task. In addition, post-task refl ections 
from students whose mood changed reported a 
stronger sense of achieving their goals and feel-
ing satisfi ed with the quality of their submitted 
answer. Hence, engagement with the new learn-
ing situation involved a complex interaction of 
initial and on-task mood changes, feelings of 
competence, and on-task goals, and one of the 
important components was interest.  

   The Role of Interest 

 A number of current theories of development 
focus on the adaptive signifi cance of positive 
emotions. For example, Fredrikson’s  (  2001  )  
broaden-and-build theory of positive emotions 
proposes that positive emotions, interest, joy, 
and contentment are key factors in knowledge 

acquisition and creativity. More recently, Izard 
 (  2007  )  has drawn attention to the pervasive role 
that interest plays in a wide range of complex 
human behavior.

  Its (i.e., interest) ubiquity is further enhanced by 
its effectiveness in engaging and sustaining the 
individual in person-environment interactions that 
facilitate exploration, learning and constructive 
endeavours. (Izard,  2007 , p. 272)   

 In his earlier writings, Izard  (  1977  )  used the 
construct of affective-cognitive structures to 
highlight the system of processes that through 
experience becomes organized around basic emo-
tions. Beginning in infancy, the emotion of inter-
est as an immediate positive state is triggered by 
small changes in the perceptual fi eld. Interest 
engages an infant with the world of objects and 
leads to exploration; the brightly colored object 
that moves or emits a new sound is approached, 
inspected, and manipulated. With each new expe-
rience, these basic organizations of affect and 
cognition are expanded and reorganized. In the 
more recent formulations, these are referred to as 
emotion schemas, and within this model, interest 
schemas involve integrated systems of ideas and 
feelings (Izard,  2007  ) . These propositions con-
cerning the way that interest is implicated in a 
wide range of human behavior underscore the 
signifi cance of understanding the development of 
interest schema for students’ engagement with 
classroom activities. 

 Therefore, when we examine the concept of 
interest, we expect to fi nd variation in the compo-
nent processes and in relations between component 
processes at different levels of organization of 
interest schema. These variable patterns refl ect 
the experiences that have built students’ interest 
schemas, and so it is reasonable to expect com-
mon experiences within groups of students as 
well as experiences that are unique to individual 
students. In a recent paper, Frenzel, Dicke, Goetz, 
and Pekrun  (  2009  )  have demonstrated how the 
content of the meaning of interest varies when 
5th grade and 9th grade students rate their interest 
in mathematics. Affective terms were prominent 
for both groups of students, but older students 
also included references to value and competency 
aspects. As has been argued previously, “part of 
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the challenge for interest research is to identify 
those combinations of affect and cognitions func-
tioning as interest schema at different levels of 
interest development” (Ainley,  2010 , p. 237). 

 In what follows, some of our current under-
standings of interest schema specifi cally as they 
relate to the relation between interest and engage-
ment will be elaborated. 

   Interest: Developmental Phases 
and Stages 
 Interest is not a unitary construct. Some of the 
most recent perspectives from educational 
research that are informative for identifying psy-
chological processes that constitute interest are 
the models describing phases (Hidi & Renninger, 
 2006  ) , or stages (Krapp,  2003  ) , in interest devel-
opment. Situational interest, defi ned as interest 
triggered by a specifi c situation, is the simplest 
form of interest, and both of these models concep-
tualize situational interest as the fi rst step in the 
development of individual or personal interest. 

 Hidi and Renninger’s  (  2006  )  four-phase model 
of interest development describes a sequence 
extending from the initial triggering of a situa-
tional interest through to a well-developed indi-
vidual interest. At the most basic level, a newly 
 triggered situational interest  involves arousal of 
affect and focused attention toward the object 
triggering interest. If the situation is completely 
novel, this is the beginnings of a new schema. 
However, most educational contexts are not com-
pletely novel, and so elements of past experience 
with related situations are also aroused and have 
the potential to become part of the developing 
interest organization or schema. Further, interac-
tion with and exploration of the new situation 
with associated feelings and thoughts allow 
dimensions of those feelings and new knowledge 
to become part of the developing interest schema. 
If this continues over time or is repeated a num-
ber of times across a relatively short period, the 
triggered situational interest develops into a 
 maintained situational interest . The implication 
here is that there is a more stable organization of 
feeling, knowledge, and experience that makes 
up the interest schema. The initial positive affect 
may now be more differentiated and involve a 

combination of emotions. It is conceivable that 
negative emotion may sometimes be part of these 
schemas. More knowledge about the situation 
has been incorporated into the interest schema, 
and this extension in time makes it more likely 
that the interest schema will be triggered again in 
further similar situations. Continued opportuni-
ties to engage with the domain entail new and 
varied experiences. Each outcome adds to the 
developing interest schema, and over time, the 
schema becomes an important area of activity for 
the person. The interest schema is starting to take 
on the character of an individual interest or per-
sonal orientation, and this type of self-sustaining 
organization or schema is referred to in the four-
phase model as an  emerging individual interest.  
This phase of interest development is character-
ized by positive feelings, an accrued body of 
knowledge, and a sense that this domain is per-
sonally important and valued. The fi nal develop-
mental level is a  well-developed individual 
interest  and is identifi ed by the depth of value, 
knowledge, and feeling that the person has for 
the domain and by independent seeking of oppor-
tunities for reengagement. 

 Krapp  (  2003  )  has proposed a similar model 
but distinguishes only three stages: “awakened or 
triggered” and “stabilized” stages of situational 
interest and individual interest. The underlying 
developmental trajectory is similar, but more 
emphasis is placed on value and feeling compo-
nents as the core of individual interest. 

 Although these phases or stages defi ne a 
developmental progression, it is possible for 
development to be terminated as interest in the 
situation lapses or dies. For example, when we 
next encounter the student who was passionate 
about “life in the middle ages,” we observe that 
they have ignored the latest release movie set in 
the middle ages, that they have closed down their 
links to previously frequented middle ages web-
sites, and that they have stopped reading books 
on “life in the middle ages.” Their former pas-
sionate individual interest has lapsed. In addition, 
under certain circumstances, interest develop-
ment may regress and revert to a simpler form. 
For example, our student who had the passionate 
interest in “life in the middle ages” may have 
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their former interest activated when they see an 
advertisement for a new movie set in the middle 
ages, but they no longer seek out sources of infor-
mation as they did previously. Their former indi-
vidual interest appears to have reverted to a 
situational interest. Interest can still be triggered 
by certain events, such as the movie advertise-
ment, but they no longer independently seek 
opportunities for reengagement. 

 Both the Hidi and Renninger  (  2006  )  and the 
Krapp  (  2003  )  models of interest development 
sketch distinguishing features for interest at each 
of the phases or stages of development. However, 
applying this framework to support student 
engagement with classroom activities requires 
ways to identify some of the richness and vari-
ability of the affective and cognitive dimensions 
that make up students’ interest schemas. This 
issue has recently been taken up in relation to a 
particular applied educational issue: the problem 
of engaging students with challenging behavior 
in productive classroom learning activities. Ely 
and colleagues (Ely, Ainley, & Pearce,  2010  )  are 
using innovative software to develop a system 
for profi ling the component processes distin-
guishing students’ interest schemas. In particular, 
the tool has been designed to identify phases of 
interest development to assist teachers. Providing 
this level of detail about students’ interests should 
assist teachers in their endeavors to establish and 
maintain students’ engagement with classroom 
activities especially with students who might oth-
erwise be uncommunicative. 

 Prototype software (MINE: Ely et al.,  2010  )  
has been developed and is being tested with 
young adolescent students. Using an interactive 
exploratory environment populated with approx-
imately 60 “interest cells,” students are able to 
explore the interest space in a way that allows 
them to discover ideas, activities, or “stuff” that 
they may not have previously encountered and 
might be interested in, as well as other familiar 
ideas, activities, and “stuff” that they may be 
interested in already. Students are asked to select 
a basket of at least three interests. Importantly, 
these interests may represent anything from 
newly triggered situational interests to well-
developed individual interests. After choosing 

their basket of interests, participants use rating 
scales and open-ended comments to provide an 
in-depth profi le of affective, cognitive, and expe-
riential aspects of their selected interests. At the 
theoretical level, the interest profi les are being 
used to give further defi nition to some of the 
affective and cognitive dimensions associated 
with interest at the different phases of develop-
ment. At the applied level, they will be used to 
inform curriculum design and development with 
the objective of supporting engagement in pro-
ductive classroom activities for students with 
challenging behavior. 

 In short, interest is not a unitary construct. 
Knowledge of the phases of interest development 
and the psychological processes that go to make 
up specifi c interest schema at all phases of inter-
est development will provide greater insight into 
ways that all students can be supported to engage 
with classroom activities.   

   Interest and Processes That Contribute 
to Engagement 

 In this section, we describe fi ndings from studies 
using a general research design that involves stu-
dents working on tasks constructed to highlight 
how interest and associated processes relate to 
some of the more readily observed indicators of 
students’ engagement with learning tasks. 
Individual projects have recruited students as 
young as 5th grade and from secondary classes 
up to and including 10th grade. The number of 
participants has varied between 100 and 300 stu-
dents, and while most of the studies referred to 
have been conducted with Australian students, 
some projects have included groups of Canadian 
students (see e.g., Ainley, Hidi, & Berndorff, 
 2002  ) . Two general types of task have been used, 
one a reading task, the other an open-ended prob-
lem scenario requiring students to generate a 
solution which they present with supporting rea-
sons. Both types of tasks are administered using 
interactive computer software, and the underly-
ing structure of the software allows monitoring 
of students’ decisions about the extent and direc-
tion of their actions. Hence, decisions and level 
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of task activity are the indicators of engagement, 
while specifi c probes and questions concerning 
processes such as interest, other emotions, task 
effi cacy, and task diffi culty allow parallel self-
report monitoring of key psychological process 
variables. 

 For the reading tasks, texts were divided into 
three, sometimes four, sections and were pre-
sented through a sequence of computer screens. 
Students were in control of the text screens, and 
the simple click of a button labeled “NEXT” 
allowed them to move to the next screen. When a 
student chose to move on, a screen asked whether 
they wanted to read more about the topic or to 
quit. From the sequence of possible choices, an 
index of persistence (number of text sections 
accessed) was generated. Initial interest in the 
topic as measured by a 5-point Likert rating was 
predictive of this index of persistence with the 
reading task (see Ainley, Hidi et al.,  2002  ) . The 
same pattern of fi ndings has been replicated in a 
number of similar studies using other texts and 
separate groups of secondary school students from 
7th to 8th grades (Ainley, Corrigan, & Richardson, 
 2005  )  and from 10th grade (Ainley, Hillman, & 
Hidi,  2002  ) . Interest is one of the variables that 
powers decisions about engaging and maintaining 
engagement with classroom activities. 

   Individual Interest and Trajectories 
of On-Task Interest 
 As has been argued throughout this chapter, inter-
est in a task is dynamic, and so the level of task 
interest and its relation with engagement, even 
for a task that is limited to the relatively short 
time duration of a single class lesson, may involve 
changing patterns of relations between process 
variables. The structure of these research tasks 
has allowed these changing reactions to be moni-
tored and recorded. 

 Most of the tasks we have used have asked 
students to make ratings of their individual inter-
est in domains related to the task prior to fi nding 
out details of the task. Across all of the studies, 
we have found a signifi cant predictive relation 
between measures of individual interest and on-
task interest. For the reading tasks, individual 
interest in content domains related to specifi c text 

content was positively related to the level of 
interest triggered by the text title and with initial 
interest responses to the text (Ainley, Corrigan 
et al.,  2005 ; Ainley, Hidi et al.,  2002 ; Ainley, 
Hillman et al.,  2002  ) . As might be expected, the 
strength of these associations differed for differ-
ent content domains and different text topics. For 
example, with groups of 7th and 8th graders, 
individual interest in the domain of social issues 
was a signifi cant predictor of how much interest 
was triggered by the Body Image text topic and 
individual interest in the domain of sports pre-
dicted interest in the Formula 1 Racing text topic 
(see Ainley, Corrigan et al.,  2005 ). 

 In addition, recording students’ self-report rat-
ings in the real-time sequence of task perfor-
mance has allowed mapping of trajectories of 
interest. As described above, when students were 
able to decide after each section of text whether 
to continue or to quit, levels of on-task interest 
were predictive of these decisions. In other tasks, 
students were not given this choice, allowing the 
trajectory of successive states of interest to be 
plotted. Consistent with the basic character of 
interest as a quality of relation between student 
and the text, there was considerable variation in 
these trajectories. In one study (Buckley, Hasen, 
& Ainley,  2004  ) , female secondary students were 
presented with a set of texts dealing with social 
and political issues. The interest trajectory in 
response to a text dealing with euthanasia indi-
cated that interest in the text was high and was 
maintained across all three text sections. On the 
other hand, in the same study, a text on ecotour-
ism initially drew moderate interest ratings, but 
over successive text sections, the level of interest 
declined signifi cantly. In addition to the variabil-
ity in trajectory related to the text content, there 
were differences in interest trajectories related to 
students’ general patterns of individual interest. 
Students with strong individual interest in social 
and political issues generally recorded higher 
interest trajectories across successive text sec-
tions than did students whose individual interests 
were in areas such as sports and popular music. 

 Recent fi ndings reported by Rotgans and 
Schmidt  (  2011  )  support our fi ndings. In their 
research with polytechnic students, task interest 
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measures (referred to as situational interest) were 
administered fi ve times during a problem-based 
learning program. Each problem involved teams 
of fi ve students working on that problem over a 
whole day. Tutors observed and recorded students’ 
achievement-related classroom behaviors including 
“participation, teamwork, presentation skills, and 
self-directed learning” (p. 5). Situational interest was 
signifi cantly related to patterns of achievement-
related classroom behavior, but at the same time, 
there was considerable variability in interest levels 
across the fi ve measurement points. 

 Similar patterns in the variability of the trajec-
tories of on-task interest to those observed with 
the reading tasks have been found in our studies 
using problem scenarios. The problem scenario 
software was designed to present students with 
an open problem where their task is to explore 
sets of information and to use the products of 
their research to construct a solution to the prob-
lem and give reasons to support their solution. At 
critical points in the task, students respond to 
probes monitoring aspects of what they were 
thinking and feeling. Most commonly, the probes 
have been programmed to appear immediately 
after students had been introduced to the problem 
details and instructions, after students have been 
working on the problem for about 10 minutes, 
and then the fi nal probe appears immediately 
after a student has submitted their answer. 

 As expected, the levels of interest recorded 
refl ect task content. For example, our fantasy 
detective problem presented to 9th grade students 
indicated a moderately high level of interest 
which was maintained across the whole task (see 
Ainley, Buckley, & Chan,  2009  ) . However, when 
further problems were presented to the same stu-
dents but with content related to the social issues 
being researched as part of a course on research 
skills, the overall level of interest barely reached 
the midpoint of the 5-point interest rating scale. 
Across the course of these tasks, the overall level 
of interest appeared to decrease. 

 As has already been asserted, individual vari-
ability is part of what is expected of dynamic sys-
tems, and these data lend themselves to 
identifi cation of trajectories of interest develop-
ment across the task. Within the student cohorts, 

subgroup trajectories have been identifi ed using 
cluster analysis. For the fantasy detective prob-
lem, three trajectories were identifi ed represent-
ing high, medium, and low interest. When 
problem tasks based on curriculum issues have 
been used with successive cohorts of 9th grade 
students, most of the problem scenario data sets 
have generated two trajectories: a medium-interest 
trajectory showing the interest level maintained 
and sometimes increasing across the task and a 
second low-interest trajectory starting with low 
interest in the task and most often decreasing as 
the task progressed. 

 In summary, the strongest impression from 
inspection of these trajectories across a number 
of student cohorts has been that students’ initial 
reaction to the task sets a direction for their level 
of engagement. Students who initially responded 
with low interest generally stayed at that level. 
These were often students who came to the task 
with little individual interest in the domain. If 
there was a change, it was often in the direction 
of their interest decreasing further. On the other 
hand, students who responded with moderate or 
high interest were likely to maintain that interest, 
and if there was change interest increased. 

 This pattern is consistent with the fi ndings of 
Skinner and colleagues who reported trajectories 
of achievement motivation across a number of 
years of schooling suggesting that “In general, 
these dynamics seem to be amplifying, in that 
children who start out motivationally rich main-
tain their engagement as the year(s) progress, 
whereas children who start out motivationally 
poor tend to become more disengaged over time” 
(Skinner et al.,  2008 , p. 765). These diverging 
trajectories suggest that more attention needs to 
be directed to understanding the dynamics of 
reactivity to classroom activities. For students 
who do not come with strong individual interest 
in the content domains of schooling and do not 
have their interest triggered by the classroom 
activities set for them, there is little evidence of 
engagement. 

 While this was the overall impression from 
these studies, there were also signs of individual 
variability associated with different topics. 
Overall, students who were identifi ed with the 
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medium-interest trajectory maintained this status 
across similar tasks. The same was also generally 
the case for the low-interest trajectory groups. 
However, just as with the mood study reported 
earlier where a small number of students were 
responsive to the task and developed more posi-
tive mood as they engaged with the task, in the 
cohort of 9th grade students working on social 
issues problems, there were a number of students 
who showed a different interest status on differ-
ent tasks. Students who were in the low-interest 
trajectory on the fi rst task recorded similar low 
interest at the fi rst measurement point when com-
pleting another problem scenario approximately 
3 months later. However, as the second task pro-
gressed, interest ratings for these students 
increased to the extent that their overall profi le 
was more like the medium-interest group. 

 A major implication that emerges from these 
fi ndings is that interest and its relation to stu-
dents’ engagement with classroom activities is a 
dynamic system that draws on more enduring 
individual interests while at the same time being 
responsive to the particular contents of the imme-
diate task.   

   Interest in Combination with Other 
Emotions 

 Another component of the dynamic system of 
interest-related processes associated with task 
engagement is the emotion states aroused simul-
taneously with interest. Along with variations in 
levels of task interest, it is likely that there are 
changes in emotions that students experience 
while working on a single task. One of the probes 
included in the problem scenario tasks used in 
our research asked how students were feeling at 
the three critical points: before commencing, 
mid-task, and after the task was fi nished. Sets of 
face icons representing achievement emotions as 
described by Pekrun and colleagues (Pekrun, 
Goetz, Titz, & Perry,  2002  )  were presented, and 
students selected an icon to indicate “How are 
you feeling right now?” This was followed by an 
intensity rating for the selected icon. To illustrate 
the differences in emotions students report across 

a task and how these experiences are linked with 
interest in the task, the results from a cohort of 
9th grade students who completed the fantasy 
detective problem are shown in Fig.  13.1 . The 
fi gure shows the successive emotion states for the 
three interest trajectories identifi ed in that cohort 
of students: low, moderate, and high interest. The 
panel of icons included an icon for neutral, and 
this was selected by a large proportion of students 
but with decreasing frequency as the task pro-
gressed. Students in the moderate-interest cluster 
were more likely to select  neutral  across the 
whole task, and the major deviation from this pat-
tern was the choice of  relieved  at the end of the 
task. The patterns for the high-interest and low-
interest groups show some important contrasts. 
The high-interest group was more likely to choose 
an emotion icon rather than selecting  neutral , and 
their choices were more likely to be for positive 
emotions such as  happy  and  hopeful , while the 
low-interest group, when not choosing  neutral , 
was more likely to choose negative emotions such 
as  sad ,  angry , and  hopeless .  

 As can be seen in these pattern of emotions 
associated with the interest trajectories, other 
achievement emotions vary systematically with 
interest and are part of the system of psychologi-
cal processes that energize and direct task 
engagement. 

   Interest in Combination with Other 
Motivation Variables: Achievement Goals 
 Further evidence that the relation between inter-
est and engagement involves a dynamic system 
connecting interest with a range of psychological 
processes can be seen in the fi ndings we have 
reported relating trajectories of interest with 
achievement goals. Achievement goal orienta-
tions have been linked with interest by a number 
of researchers. In particular, in longitudinal stud-
ies of achievement in college students 
(Harackiewicz, Barron, Tauer, & Elliot,  2002  ) , 
interest has been demonstrated to mediate the 
infl uence of mastery goals on academic achieve-
ment. At the task level, through tracking on-task 
achievement goals and interest, we have demon-
strated (Ainley & Patrick,  2006  )  that general 
achievement goals predict congruent on-task 
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High Interest GroupA

Moderate Interest GroupB

Low Interest GroupC

  Fig. 13.1    Profi les of emotions for high ( panel A )-, moderate ( panel B )-, and low ( panel C )-interest trajectory groups 
showing emotions recorded pre-task, mid-task, and post-task       
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achievement goals and that both mastery and per-
formance goals measured as on-task goals are 
associated with levels of interest as the task pro-
gresses. Across a number of research programs, 
the relations between these variables are increas-
ingly being represented as interactive and cyclic 
systems with each variable being both predictor 
and outcome, rather than as simple linear rela-
tions (see e.g., Harackiewicz, Durik, Barron, 
Linnenbrink-Garcia, & Tauer,  2008 ; Tapola, 
Dayez, & Veermans,  2009  ) . 

 The dynamic model of classroom engagement 
and disaffection developed by Skinner and col-
leagues (Skinner et al.,  2008  )  also represents lev-
els of interaction among sets of processes that 
underpin what is observed as classroom engage-
ment and disaffection. In particular, their repre-
sentation of the internal dynamic or system 
allows for simultaneous feedback and interaction 
between what they defi ne as engaged behavior, 
disaffected behavior, engaged emotion, and dis-
affected emotion. Of particular signifi cance for 
this approach is their modeling of the contin-
gency between these components across two 
measurement points within the school year for 
cohorts of 5th, 6th, and 7th graders. This dynamic 
system operates within a broader system linking 
aspects of the school context and the individual 
student’s self-system represented in their analysis 
by components of autonomy, competence, and 
relatedness. It is my contention that a similar sys-
tems approach is needed to allow for ways that 
the complexity of the components of the external 
system, for example, interactive loops between 
the relatedness, competence, and autonomy, also 
interact with the internal system dynamics. 

 A range of evidence has been described sup-
porting the contention that the relation between 
interest and engagement is most productively 
viewed as a dynamic system. The classroom tasks 
we have focused on have generally been individ-
ual activities. The inclusion of classroom peers 
working together on a problem adds to the com-
plexity of the system as separate individual sys-
tems adjust their dynamic to the functional 
requirements of the joint working arrangements. 
Rotgans and Schmidt  (  2011  )  collected measures 
of situational interest and achievement-related 
behaviors from students working in teams and 

reported on the dynamic of interest development 
across the task for individual students. 
Consideration of the relation between interest 
and engagement requires parallel consideration 
of a broad network of variables both within the 
time frame of a classroom activity but also going 
beyond to include broader personal orientations 
and characteristics as well as a myriad of contex-
tual factors.   

   Context and Relations Between Interest 
and Engagement 

 In this fi nal section, I consider relations between 
interest and engagement and focus on the nested 
contexts within which learning occurs. The title 
for this chapter refers to classroom activities, and 
in most of the research program I have been 
describing, the emphasis has been on the micro-
process level exploring the dynamics of interest 
and its role in classroom learning. The research tasks 
we have used include activities that are similar to 
the tasks students encounter in their classes, and 
our research tools have monitored and recorded 
sequences of action and reaction in real time. This 
has provided rich data from which to view ways 
that a variety of psychological processes interact 
and combine with interest to infl uence students’ 
engagement with classroom activities. However, 
this is only one level of the dynamic system that is 
the student in their environment. 

 Following the ecological model of 
Bronfenbrenner, fi rst articulated as an approach 
to the study of human development (Bronfen-
brenner,  1992 ; Bronfenbrenner & Morris,  1998  ) , 
it is informative to view the individual learner 
and their world as a microsystem embedded 
within layers of ever more general contexts that 
have the potential to infl uence a student’s life 
space including their opportunities for learning 
and academic development. In this section, we 
describe some fi ndings from analyses (Ainley & 
Ainley,  2011a,   2011b  )  of international science 
achievement data (OECD,  2007  ) , to consider 
whether relations between interest and engage-
ment differ according to the different contexts 
represented by countries with varied historical 
and cultural traditions.  
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   The Macrocontext and Relations 
Between Interest and Engagement 

 Over the last two decades, there have been a 
number of important research fi ndings that high-
light how broad social and cultural contexts infl u-
ence students’ achievement and development. 
Strong family traditions and cultural values have 
been associated with differences in achievement 
favoring Asian-American students (Asakawa & 
Csikszentimihalyi,  1998  ) . Other studies have 
shown that cultural values impact on students’ 
perception of choice (Iyengar & Lepper,  1999  )  
and the meaning of achievement goals (Dekker 
& Fischer,  2008  ) . In addition, it is clear from 
Larson and Verma’s  (  1999  )  review of patterns of 
work and leisure for children and adolescents 
around the world that time in school and opportu-
nities for educational achievement vary across 
countries. 

 The studies we describe now had the broad 
goals of testing relations between interest and 
engagement as well as determining whether the 
structure of these relations was consistent for stu-
dents from countries with different historical and 
cultural traditions. Decisions for selection of the 
comparison countries were made using Inglehart’s 
cultural world map (Inglehart & Baker,  2000 ; 
Inglehart & Welzel,  2005  ) . According to Inglehart 
and colleagues, two orthogonal value factors 
underlie the patterns of responses that have been 
gathered in the World Values Surveys and 
European Surveys (1981–1982; 1990–1991; 
1995–1998). The fi rst dimension consists of an 
orientation to authority which contrasts more 
 traditional  values emphasizing religion and obe-
dience to traditional authorities, with  secular-
rational  values where family and social values 
are viewed as relative rather than absolute and 
where deference to religious authority is not a 
high priority. The second dimension contrasts 
 survival  values where the physical and economic 
security of the community is central to values, 
with  self-expression  where values such as subjective 
well-being, individual autonomy, and personal 
quality of life are prominent concerns. From this 
cultural map, four countries were chosen to repre-
sent the four quadrants formed by the intersection 

of these two dimensions. The four countries 
were Sweden (secular-rational/self-expression), 
Estonia (secular-rational/survival), USA (tradi-
tional/self-expression), and Colombia (traditional/
survival). The other criterion for selection was 
that the country had participated in the Programme 
for International Student Assessment (PISA) 
2006 (OECD,  2007  ) . These data on the science 
achievement of 15-year-old students, included a 
student questionnaire, with a number of scales 
measuring variables that are pertinent for under-
standing relations between interest and engage-
ment. This provided an opportunity to test some 
of the relations between interest and engagement 
as represented in the four-phase model of interest 
development and to test whether the same rela-
tions between the variables operated for students 
from countries representing different cultural 
contexts.  

   Interest and Engagement in PISA 2006 

 All of the PISA 2006 measures have been 
designed and trialed by international teams to 
ensure that the measurement model is robust 
across countries. Interest in science was the spe-
cial focus of PISA 2006, and a set of attitudinal 
items covering a range of aspects of how stu-
dents feel and think about science were adminis-
tered (OECD,  2007,   2009  ) . Hidi and Renninger’s 
 (  2006  )  four-phase model of interest develop-
ment identifi es the components of individual 
interest as positive affect, knowledge, and value. 
We chose measures from the PISA 2006 student 
questionnaires to represent these components 
and to test their relations with individual 
interest. 

 The main achievement measure in PISA 2006 
is a measure of students’ science knowledge. In 
addition, a student questionnaire included a mea-
sure of general interest in learning science which 
asked how much interest students had in learning 
about a range of science domains, a measure 
of enjoyment of science, and a measure of per-
sonal value of science focusing specifi cally on 
ways that science might be of value to them 
personally. 
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 As outlined in an earlier section, a key feature 
of the behavior associated with an individual 
interest is that the student seeks opportunities to 
engage and reengage with content from their 
interest domain. Hence, an important motivation 
for the modeling studies (Ainley & Ainley,  2011a, 
  2011b  )  was to test the relations: fi rstly, among 
knowledge, value, and enjoyment of science and 
their relations with the general interest in learn-
ing science measure, and secondly to model the 
relations between these variables and engage-
ment variables. 

 Several measures from PISA 2006 represented 
aspects of engagement. The fi rst was a scale ask-
ing about current participation in out-of-school 
science activities such as projects, watching tele-
vision programs about science, and reading about 
science. The second was a scale called future-
oriented motivation to learn science and was 
designed to measure “how many students actu-
ally intended to continue their interest in science,” 
that is, intentions for future engagement. Items 
referred to future science careers, studies in sci-
ence, and participation in science projects. These 
two scales provided a measure of current engage-
ment and intentions for future engagement. 

 Using AMOS 7.0 (see Arbuckle,  2005  ) , we 
tested a number of models to determine the best 
fi t depicting relations between the variables rep-
resenting general interest in learning science, sci-
ence knowledge, value of science, and enjoyment 
of science, and their combined predictive rela-
tions with current engagement and intended 
future engagements (Ainley & Ainley,  2011a  ) . 
The fi nal model gave an acceptable fi t (Byrne, 
 2001  )  for all four countries suggesting that the 
structure of relations between these variables 
could be represented in the same way across 
the four countries (RMSEA: Sweden = 0.052, 
USA = 0.054, Colombia = 0.056, and 
Estonia = 0.076). The strongest coeffi cients in 
this model predicted from personal value of sci-
ence to enjoyment of science, and enjoyment of 
science predicted each of general interest in 
learning science, current engagement, and 
intended future engagements. Additional paths 
with lower coeffi cients linked personal value of 
science with general interest in learning science 

and the two engagement variables. Hence, the 
predictive effect of personal value of science on 
the engagement variables was partially mediated 
by its relation with enjoyment of science. 
Simultaneously, general interest in learning sci-
ence was also linked with the two engagement 
variables, but again the coeffi cients were smaller 
than those linking enjoyment of science with the 
engagement variables. A very small coeffi cient 
linked science knowledge with the enjoyment of 
science variable. These patterns held for all four 
of the selected countries, and the full set of coef-
fi cients is available in Ainley and Ainley ( 2011a ). 

 The coeffi cients were strongest for Sweden and 
generally smaller for Colombia, with the other two 
countries in between. For example, the model 
accounted for 50% of the variance in score on the 
intended future engagement variable for Sweden 
and 31% for Colombia. Differences between the 
patterns of relations for the four countries were 
seen in the magnitude of the coeffi cients and of 
special interest were the science knowledge effects. 
For Colombia, the predictive relation between sci-
ence knowledge and the central mediating variable 
of enjoyment of science was close to zero (−0.01) 
compared with a coeffi cient of 0.19 for Sweden. 
Coeffi cients for the other countries were in between 
these two values. These fi ndings support the con-
clusion that the relations between these variables 
should be interpreted as a network of interacting 
processes. In this model, the central mediating 
variable was enjoyment of science which was 
strongly correlated with interest in learning sci-
ence (Colombia 0.43 and Sweden 0.69). 

 Except for the knowledge scale, all of the mea-
sures described so far are based on self-report 
questionnaires. A feature of the PISA 2006 data 
collection was the inclusion of what are referred to 
as embedded interest items. These items were 
designed to assess the degree to which students 
were interested in fi nding out more about the spe-
cifi c science topics that they were working on in the 
knowledge assessment problems. For example, 
the content of one of the problem topics concerned 
tobacco smoking. At the end of the problem ques-
tions, students were asked, “How much interest do 
you have in the following information?” Students 
were given three statements: “knowing how tar in 
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tobacco reduces lung effi ciency,” “understanding 
why nicotine is addictive,” and “learning how the 
body recovers after stopping smoking” (OECD, 
 2006 , p. 164). This measure is informative as it 
represents students’ willingness to reengage with 
a specifi c science topic to fi nd out and understand 
more about it. 

 Similar modeling techniques were used to test 
the pattern of relations between the set of predic-
tor variables and the form of engagement repre-
sented in the embedded interest scores (Ainley & 
Ainley,  2011b  ) . Again, we found that our fi nal 
model mapping the network of relations had 
acceptable fi t for all four countries (RMSEA: 
Sweden = 0.043; USA = 0.061; Colombia = 0.051; 
and Estonia = 0.039). Again, the coeffi cients link-
ing the variables were strongest for Sweden and 
weakest for Colombia, and the proportion of vari-
ance in the engagement indicator (embedded 
interest) predicted by the model varied from 46% 
for Sweden to 22% for Colombia. The network as 
represented in the fi nal model showed a sequence 
linking knowledge of science and personal value 
of science with the engagement variable through 
the mediators of fi rstly, enjoyment of science and 
secondly, general interest in learning science. 
There were also some additional direct effects on 
engagement, but these were relatively small. The 
main path linked knowledge and value through 
enjoyment and interest to predict engagement in 
the form of wanting to reengage with the topic to 
fi nd out and understand more. 

 The strength of the relations within the net-
work of science variables differed between sam-
ples of students from countries with different 
historical and cultural traditions. They were stron-
gest in the country chosen to represent countries 
with secular-rational and self-expression values 
and weaker in the country chosen to represent 
more traditional and survival values. However, 
these analyses do provide evidence that our mod-
els linking the set of variables referred to by the 
PISA researchers as interest in science has been 
shown to apply beyond the countries where much 
of the work on motivation and engagement has 
been conducted. Although limited in scope to an 
assess ment of relations between the specifi c pro-
cess variables included in the PISA framework, 

this evidence supports our major contention that 
relations between interest in science and engage-
ment with science consist in networks of psycho-
logical processes related to learning, including 
value, enjoyment, and, to a lesser extent, existing 
knowledge of science.   

   Conclusion 

 In this chapter, it has been argued that a useful 
way to conceptualize the relations between inter-
est and engagement in relation to classroom activ-
ities consists in a dynamic self-organizing system. 
Interest is not static. At all educational levels, 
activities that are attractive, in terms of color, 
sound, and movement, novel, complex, or uncer-
tain can be used to trigger students’ interest or to 
capture students’ attention. However, this is only 
the fi rst step to the forms and quality of engage-
ment with classroom activities that are likely to 
lead to acquisition of knowledge and understand-
ing. Using a dynamic systems perspective, it has 
been argued that an interest reaction akin to trig-
gered situational interest is the fi rst step in the 
development of a more extended individual inter-
est. This in turn consists of an organized schema 
combining knowledge, value, and affect and is 
manifest in students seeking opportunities to 
engage and reengage with content from that inter-
est domain (Hidi & Renninger,  2006  ) . 

 From a systems’ perspective, specifi c local-
ized interest processes are signifi cant as they 
contribute to the overall confi guration of a stu-
dent’s behavior. These extend from the micropro-
cess level, nested within increasingly broader 
units of process and action, to the macrolevel of 
the historical, cultural traditions within which 
that student’s educational experiences exist. 
Approaching interest and engagement in class-
room activities from this perspective, at the theo-
retical level, provides direction for further 
investigation of the substance and dynamic of 
interest and its related processes. At the practical 
level, the challenge is to apply this knowledge to 
support students’ learning. How many of the stu-
dents in classes characterized as diffi cult or chal-
lenging might become engaged if the content of 
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learning activities connected with their existing 
interests? Knowledge of situational factors or the 
 hooks  that can attract students to an activity is 
part of the story, but for the  gears  to engage and 
generate forward movement, other processes 
must come into play. The analyses of PISA data 
demonstrated how personal value and enjoyment 
are two key processes that are part of the dynamic 
system when students express a desire to reen-
gage with content they have been examining. 
When the content of learning activities pertains 
to something that is valued and/or is perceived to 
be enjoyable, students choose to engage and 
often seek to reengage if given the opportunity. 
The hook is no longer essential, but opportunities 
for reengagement with the achievement domain 
are critical. To a large extent, what we know 
about the workings of the system of processes 
that connect students with learning domains 
relate to individual students or groups of students. 
Simultaneously, individual students are nested 
within contexts extending from local friendship 
groups within their classes to the broader cultural 
context that surrounds them. At each level, these 
contexts can infl uence the development of stu-
dents’ personal interests, values, and access to 
knowledge and understanding. 

 Our analysis has specifi cally focused on rela-
tions between interest and engagement and has 
shown that what is known about the relations 
between these two constructs necessarily impli-
cates a wider range of psychological processes 
that together function as dynamic systems when-
ever students interact with classroom activities.      
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  Abstract 

 A noted scholar in the fi eld of engagement, Andrew Martin, provided com-
mentary on the chapters in Part II. Martin summarized the theories and 
defi nitions offered by authors in this part and shared his perspective on 
motivation and engagement. He argued for the inclusion of disengagement 
in addition to engagement in future research and discourse in this area. 
Martin concluded by proposing a framework and analytic model to inte-
grate authors’ ideas and to test tenets of various conceptualizations of 
engagement and motivation.    

 As discussed by all authors in this part, motivation 
and engagement are fundamental components of 
the learning process. Motivation and engagement 
provide the energy, direction, and skill set required 
to effectively tackle academic subject matter. 
Further, being relatively malleable, they are a 
point of important educational intervention for 
students, practitioners, and parents/caregivers. 
This commentary on motivation and engagement 
summarizes the essence of theories, defi nitions, 
factors, and processes presented by authors in this 
part. Following this, some additional perspectives 
on motivation and engagement (and disengage-

ment) are presented. The commentary concludes 
with a proposed framework for integrating central 
ideas from these chapters and a suggested ana-
lytic model that can test many contentions made 
(here and elsewhere) about motivation and 
engagement. 

   Contributions    by Part Authors 

 Perhaps the most diffi cult task for motivation and 
engagement researchers relates to conceptual and 
operational clarity. In each chapter, the authors 
demarcated motivation and engagement in terms 
of the theories underpinning them, the factors or 
constructs relevant to them, and the processes 
and contexts in which they occur in students’ aca-
demic lives. Major ideas relevant to each of these 
are briefl y summarized. 

    A.  J.   Martin ,  Ph.D.   (*)
     Faculty of Education and Social Work , 
 University of Sydney ,   Sydney ,  NSW ,  Australia       
e-mail:  andrew.martin@sydney.edu.au   

      Part II Commentary: Motivation    
and Engagement: Conceptual, 
Operational, and Empirical Clarity       

     Andrew   J.   Martin             
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   Theories Explaining and Describing 
Motivation and Engagement 

 Conceptual approaches to differentiating motiva-
tion and engagement spanned self-determination, 
goal, attribution, social-cognitive, dynamic sys-
tems, humanistic, achievement-motivation, and 
ecological theories. According to Reeve ( 2012 ), 
self-determination theory (SDT; Ryan & Deci, 
 2000  )  focuses on vitalizing students’ inner states 
and thus is centrally concerned with motivation. 
Anderman and Patrick ( 2012 ) emphasize achieve-
ment goal theory (Elliot,  1999  )  describing how 
this is a useful way to disentangle motivation and 
engagement – with goals (motivation) being a 
signifi cant basis for subsequent engagement. In 
shaping arguments around school identifi cation, 
Voelkl ( 2012 ) draws on theories of human needs 
(e.g., Maslow,  1968  )  and perspectives on identifi -
cation by Finn  (  1989  ) . Schunk and Mullen ( 2012 ) 
draw on social- cognitive theory (Bandura,  1997, 
  2001  )  to articulate a model comprising self-effi -
cacy, motivation, and engagement. In their chapter, 
two aspects of social-cognitive theory are empha-
sized: self-effi cacy (as a social-cognitive variable) 
and context (as the social environment in which 
motivation and engagement occur). Cleary and 
Zimmerman ( 2012 ) also draw on social-cognitive 
perspectives to describe how environment, person, 
and behavior interact such that, for example, cogni-
tion underlies effective academic behavior. 
Focusing on emotion, Pekrun and Linnenbrink-
Garcia ( 2012 ) traverse cognitive, social-cognitive, 
and achievement theories to differentiate multiple 
aspects of emotion and their role in the motivation-
engagement process. Harnessing dynamic systems 
(e.g., Lewis & Granic,  2000  )  and ecological 
perspectives (Bronfenbrenner,  1992  ) , Ainley 
( 2012 ) situates interest as a motivational factor 
impacting subsequent engagement.  

   Factors Residing Within Motivation 
and Engagement Frameworks 

 According to Reeve, motivation comprises 
 “private, unobservable, psychological, neural, 
and biological” factors, whereas engagement 

comprises “publicly observable behavior.” This 
inner vs. outer concept is also described by Cleary 
and Zimmerman, demarcating engagement into 
observable factors (e.g., behavioral) and internal 
factors (e.g., cognition and affect) (see also 
Christenson et al.,  2008  ) . Cleary and Zimmerman 
focus on cognitive engagement that encompasses 
strategies and regulatory processes and position 
self-effi cacy as a form of motivation that leads to 
cognitive self-regulatory activity (cognitive 
engagement). 

 Anderman and Patrick describe the engage-
ment framework of Fredricks, Blumenfeld, and 
Paris  (  2004  ) , disaggregating engagement in 
affective, cognitive, and behavioral terms. 
Similarly, Schunk and Mullen describe engage-
ment in terms of affective, cognitive, and behav-
ioral components and motivation in terms of an 
energizing function that impacts these. Pekrun 
and Linnenbrink-Garcia extend the cognitive, 
affective, and behavioral engagement framework 
to fi ve components: motivational (e.g., goals), 
cognitive (e.g., attention, memory), behavioral 
(e.g., effort, persistence), cognitive-behavioral 
(e.g., self-regulation), and social-behavioral (e.g., 
social on-task behavior). Pekrun and Linnenbrink-
Garcia then focus on emotional engagement and 
further unpack emotional engagement into affect, 
mood, achievement emotions, epistemic emo-
tions, topic emotions, and social emotions. 

 Through the school identifi cation perspective, 
Voelkl makes a clear distinction between affec-
tive and behavioral factors and suggests identifi -
cation with school as a form of motivation that 
then leads to engagement in appropriate learning 
behaviors. Ainley also describes motivation in 
terms of inner psychological factors and engage-
ment in terms of the level and nature of involve-
ment in an activity. Ainley’s focus is on interest 
and, similar to Voelkl, describes interest in terms 
of motivation – in contrast to other perspectives 
that position interest as part of engagement (e.g., 
see Reschly & Christenson,  2006  ) . 

 Importantly, in one way or another, all authors 
recognize an “agentic” perspective on motivation 
and engagement. For example, Reeve explicitly 
includes agentic engagement in his framing of 
engagement and its factors. The social-cognitive 
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model described by Schunk and Mullen also 
explicitly positions human agency as part of the 
motivation-engagement process such that students 
exert control over their cognition, affect, and 
behavior. Cleary and Zimmerman emphasize stu-
dents’ proactive engagement with tasks – moving 
beyond “reactive” models of engagement.  

   The Process of Motivation 
and Engagement 

 Striving for clarity in the motivation-engagement 
domain also requires researchers to articulate the 
operational process underlying motivation and 
engagement. At this point, theories, defi nitions, 
and factors can be disentangled and tested empir-
ically. Across the chapters, there appears to be 
broad agreement that motivation underpins 
engagement and that engagement leads to out-
comes such as achievement. Thus, while there 
may be some disagreement as to what factors are 
deemed to be motivation and what are seen as 
engagement, it seems to be the case that motiva-
tion is a basis for subsequent engagement. 

 Based on SDT, Reeve describes how students’ 
inner motivational resources allow them to fully 
engage in the classroom. Anderman and Patrick 
point out that motivation occurs both before and 
during a task whereas engagement is predomi-
nantly operational during a task. They describe 
how goals (motivation) precede students’ cogni-
tive engagement (e.g., self-regulation), emotional 
engagement (e.g., positive affect about school), 
and behavioral engagement (e.g., effort). 
Similarly, Cleary and Zimmerman distinguish 
between the “will” of the student and the “skill” 
of the student (see also Covington,  1998  ) , with the 
former indicating motivation and the latter indi-
cating engagement. Thus, for example, motiva-
tional beliefs will predict cognitive self-regulation. 
Schunk and Miller also detail the energizing 
role of motivation on engagement, with engage-
ment seen as “the manifestation of students’ 
motivation.” They also detail the role of self- 
effi cacy in impacting both motivation and 
engagement and the impact of these processes 
on achievement. 

 Other authors unpacked processes relevant to 
affect, emotion, and interest. For example, Voelkl 
separates affective school identifi cation from 
behavioral school identifi cation and argues that 
affective identifi cation precedes behavioral iden-
tifi cation. Voelkl further suggests engagement as 
a mediator between motivation and achievement. 
Pekrun and Linnenbrink-Garcia emphasize the 
role of emotions and detail evidence showing 
how emotions impact motivational, cognitive, 
behavioral, cognitive-behavioral, and social-
behavioral engagement. They also suggest that 
engagement mediates the relationship between 
emotion and achievement. Another argument for 
the mediating role of engagement is proposed by 
Ainley who describes how interest (part of moti-
vation) leads to achievement via engagement. 
Consistent with Hidi and Renninger  (  2006 ; see 
also Krapp,  2005  ) , Ainley further delineates the 
sequence of interest from an initial triggering of 
situational interest through to well-established 
and sustained individual interest. 

 All authors recognize a loop or reciprocity in 
which motivation and engagement (and achieve-
ment) occur. Reeve notes the reciprocal relation-
ships linking context, motivation, engagement, 
and outcomes. Cleary and Zimmerman describe a 
cyclical feedback loop for cognitive engagement 
(self-regulation) that functions in a temporal 
sequence comprising cognitive engagement 
before, during, and after a learning task. Invoking 
dynamic systems theory (Turner & Waugh,  2007 ; 
see also Lewis & Granic,  2000  ) , Pekrun and 
Linnenbrink-Garcia describe loops in the process 
as achievement impacts appraisals and emotions 
relevant to subsequent motivation and engage-
ment. Ainley also invokes the dynamic systems 
perspective to assist understanding of the rela-
tions between interest and engagement.  

   Context Considerations Relevant 
to Motivation and Engagement 

 All authors emphasize the central role of context 
in formulations of motivation, engagement, and 
achievement. Reeve points out that for motiva-
tion and engagement to fl ourish, students require 
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a supportive environment, particularly a strong 
teacher-student relationship. In similar vein, 
Voelkl identifi es contextual conditions central to 
school identifi cation including being supported 
by teachers, being treated fairly, and feelings of 
safety. Under a social-cognitive framework, 
Cleary and Zimmerman identify situation depen-
dence and context specifi city in shaping individ-
ual student engagement. 

 Anderman and Patrick extend the individual-
level goal orientation constructs to describe 
classroom goal structures that are individuals’ 
subjective perceptions of the meaning and pur-
pose of tasks within the classroom. Notably, these 
goal structures impact students’ individual moti-
vation (goals) that then impacts cognitive, behav-
ioral, and emotional engagement and achievement. 
Pekrun and Linnenbrink-Garcia also draw on 
goal theory to describe how goal structures 
impact emotions and emotional engagement. 
Similar to goal structure concepts, Schunk and 
Mullen describe how collective agency refers to 
students’ shared beliefs about what they are capa-
ble of achieving as a class. In the development of 
self-effi cacy and engagement, they also identify 
family, sociocultural (e.g., cultural capital), peer, 
and educational (e.g., instruction) infl uences. 
Ainley draws on Bronfenbrenner’s  (  1992  )  eco-
logical model to describe the layers of contextual 
infl uence that impact individual development, 
including their academic development by way of 
motivation and engagement.  

   Future Directions Offered by Authors 

 Collecting together such a wealth of expertise 
enables some powerful observations about future 
directions for motivation and engagement research. 
Reeve suggests a number of directions for future 
research, including testing a hypothesized four-
factor model of engagement comprising cognition, 
affect, behavior, and  agency  and demonstrating 
that changes in these lead to changes in hypothe-
sized outcomes. Anderman and Patrick suggest 
research into engagement while students are actu-
ally carrying out tasks using methods such as 
experience sampling. They also suggest further 

exploring developmental shifts and trajectories in 
students’ motivation and engagement. Ainley also 
indicates the need for longitudinal research into 
motivation and engagement trajectories. Along 
similar methodological lines, Voelkl suggests lon-
gitudinal research that examines how school iden-
tifi cation is internalized and how context infl uences 
school identifi cation. Schunk and Mullen also 
highlight the need for contextual research and the 
need for cross-cultural studies into learning and 
engagement. 

 Cleary and Zimmerman recommend interven-
tion work that tracks shifts (including at the 
microlevel) in engagement as a function of tar-
geted practice. They also suggest that this research 
should focus on tasks with a clear beginning and 
end so as to understand the full process of regula-
tory engagement within them (e.g., writing 
an essay). Pekrun and Linnenbrink-Garcia sug-
gest investigating the impact of task design 
and learning environments on emotions. Also, 
having identifi ed numerous emotions relevant 
to the learning process, they urge research 
that investigates the distinct infl uence of each 
on learning and achievement and intervention 
research seeking to foster positive emotion in the 
classroom. They also signal the importance of 
emerging neuroscientifi c research in shedding 
further light on emotional engagement as relevant 
to learning.   

   Additional Contributions 
to Motivation and Engagement 

 In addition to what has been offered in these 
chapters, it is perhaps useful to recognize other 
approaches that explicitly integrate motivation 
and engagement into operationalization and mea-
surement. This author has suggested one such 
approach – the Motivation and Engagement 
Wheel – that encompasses diverse motivation 
and engagement theorizing and research (Martin, 
 2007,   2009,   2010  ) . The Motivation and 
Engagement Wheel refl ects thinking offered by 
Pintrich  (  2003  )  who identifi ed seven substantive 
areas for the development of an integrative moti-
vational science. He underscored the importance 
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of considering a model of motivation from salient 
and seminal theorizing related to: self-effi cacy, 
attributions, valuing, control, self-determination, 
goal orientation, need achievement, self-regulation, 
and self-worth. Martin  (  2007,   2009  )  identifi ed 
congruencies across a number of these themes 
and integrated them into a multidimensional 
framework representing adaptive and maladap-
tive cognition and behavior. 

 This framework – the Motivation and 
Engagement Wheel – and its accompanying mea-
surement tool, the Motivation and Engagement 
Scale (MES, see Martin,  2011  ) , comprised four 
higher-order factors (or clusters) and 11 fi rst-order 
factors: (1)  adaptive cognition (or adaptive moti-
vation) , refl ecting students’ positive attitudes 
and orientations to academic learning, including 
(i) self-effi cacy, (ii) valuing, and (iii) mastery ori-
entation; (2)  adaptive behavior (or adaptive 
engagement) , refl ecting students’ positive behav-
iors and engagement in academic learning, includ-
ing (iv) planned behavior, (v) task management, 

and (vi) persistence; (3)  impeding / maladaptive 
cognition (or maladaptive motivation) , refl ecting 
students’ attitudes and orientations inhibiting aca-
demic learning, including (vii) anxiety, (viii) failure 
avoidance, and (ix) uncertain control; and (4)  mal-
adaptive behavior (or maladaptive engagement),  
refl ecting students’ problematic learning behav-
iors, including (x) self-handicapping and (xi) dis-
engagement. The wheel is presented in Fig.  14.1 .  

 While seeking to integrate conceptual terrain, 
there is also a much applied purpose to the wheel. 
It seeks to articulate a motivation and engagement 
framework that is readily accessible to practitio-
ners (e.g., teachers, counselors, psychologists), 
parents/caregivers, and students. In so doing, it 
attempts to bridge a gap between diverse dimen-
sions of motivation and engagement theorizing on 
the one hand and, on the other hand, the need for 
practitioners to draw on the strengths of these 
dimensions within a parsimonious framework 
that they can clearly communicate to students and 
their parents/caregivers (Martin,  2007  ) .  

Anxiety
Disengagement

Self-
handicapping Uncertain

control

Failure
avoidance

Task
management

Planning

Persistence
Valuing

Mastery
orientation

Self-
efficacy

ADAPTIVE COGNITION
(Adaptive Motivation)

ADAPTIVE BEHAVIOR
(Adaptive Engagement)

MALADAPTIVE/IMPEDING 
COGNITION

(Maladaptive Motivation)
MALADAPTIVE BEHAVIOR
(Maladaptive Engagement)

  Fig. 14.1    Motivation and Engagement Wheel (Reproduced with permission from Martin  2010  )        
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   Locating Motivation and Engagement 
in Time and Space 

 The set of chapters and other recent perspectives 
(e.g., the Motivation and Engagement Wheel) 
provide substantial detail on seminal and emerg-
ing theories, concepts, methodologies, and ana-
lytical approaches to motivation and engagement. 
The task now is to distill and synthesize funda-
mental ideas and contributions in a way that 
assists conceptual and operational clarity. One 
approach is to consider motivation and engage-
ment in time and space. 

   The    Sequence × Space Learning Map 

 Considering each contribution in this part, it is 
evident that two primary dimensions consistently 
emerge. One dimension relates to the sequence of 
learning-related factors. The other dimension 

relates to the space in which the learning-related 
factors operate. These dimensions are presented 
in Fig.  14.2 , referred to here as a Sequence × 
Space Learning Map. The horizontal axis repre-
sents sequence, and the vertical axis represents 
space.  

 The lower end of the sequence axis refl ects 
learning antecedents (e.g., motivation), and the 
upper end refl ects learning consequences (e.g., 
achievement). Between the lower and upper ends 
are mediators such as engagement (as suggested 
in most chapters in this part). The lower end of 
the space axis refl ects the individual (e.g., stu-
dent). The space axis is then progressively repre-
sented by classroom and school levels. Taken 
together, this Sequence × Space Learning Map 
seeks to synthesize some of the major conceptual 
and operational arguments represented in this 
chapter. It specifi es the ordering of motivation 
and engagement in determining achievement and 
the level/s at which these processes play out. 

SPACESPACE

SEQUENCE

MOTIVATION OUTCOMEENGAGEMENT

STUDENT

SCHOOL

ENGAGEMENT

School goal
structure

Student goal 
orientation

Class goal 
structure

Student
anxiety

School-average
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Student
attendance

School-average
attendance

Student
achievement

Class-average
achievement

School-average
achievement

Class-average
attendance

Class-average
anxiety

  Fig. 14.2    Sequence × Space Learning Map – conceptualizing motivation and engagement in sequence and space       
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 To illustrate, four factors from the part are 
plotted in the Sequence × Space Learning Map. 
At far left is motivation represented by student 
goals and classroom and school goal structures. 
Further along is emotional/cognitive (depending 
on an author’s perspective) engagement repre-
sented by student anxiety and anxiety at class-
room and school levels. Further again is 
behavioral engagement represented by student 
attendance and also by class- and school-average 
attendance numbers/patterns. Following from 
attendance is student achievement as well as 
class- and school-average achievement. 

 Consistent with most accounts in this part, 
there is a feedback loop (indicated by an arrow) 
on the sequence axis, indicating that achievement 
then impacts motivation. There are feedback 
loops at both ends of the space axis, indicating 
that context impacts the individual and the indi-
vidual impacts context. There are also diagonal 
axes indicating that motivation, engagement, and 
achievement impact each other across sequence 
and space. For example, class-level goal struc-
ture (motivation) impacts subsequent student-
level anxiety (cognitive/emotional engagement).  

   The Sequence × Space Learning 
Analysis 

 The Sequence × Space Learning Map offers con-
ceptual and operational integration of core moti-
vation and engagement constructs. This map can 
also be used to specify a Sequence × Space 
Learning Analysis that tests major arguments and 
processes relevant to motivation, engagement, 
and achievement. 

 As Fig.  14.3  shows, the Sequence × Space 
Learning Analysis is a multilevel design with stu-
dent at level 1, classroom at level 2, and school at 
level 3. It comprises motivation, engagement, and 
achievement measures at each level on the space 
axis. It is longitudinal in terms of the sequence of 
motivation, engagement, and achieve ment and 
also in terms of feedback loops across time. 
Parameters operate across sequence and space 
with student-level factors, for example, predict-
ing class- and school-level factors.  

 The Sequence × Space Learning Analysis can 
be adapted to differentiate or expand the sequence 
and space axes. For example, authors in this part 
frequently referred to microanalysis of processes 
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  Fig. 14.3    Sequence × Space Learning Analysis – empirically investigating motivation and engagement sequence and 
space       
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inherent in their models. In this case, the sequence 
axis would be further differentiated into subele-
ments, and these elements can be plotted in 
Fig.  14.3  and tested accordingly. Conversely, the 
sequence axis can be expanded to test processes 
across years – particularly important for under-
standing the developmental nature of engage-
ment and motivation. Other authors commented 
on national and international contexts. In this 
case, the space axis would be expanded to the 
country level, such as in PISA datasets. Or the 
space axis can be further differentiated to encom-
pass intraindividual factors such as genetics and 
neural profi les – a direction suggested by Pekrun 
and Linnenbrink-Garcia.   

   What of Disengagement? 

 It is also worth observing that across the set of 
contributions, disengagement received relatively 
little  direct  attention (though it was implied 
throughout all chapters). Across approximately 
70,000 words of text in seven chapters, the word 
“disengagement” (“disengag*”) was used about 
20 times. In contrast, the word “engagement” 
(“engag*”) was used approximately 900 times. In 
important ways, this differential is quite under-
standable in a volume focusing on “engagement.” 
On the other hand, one could be forgiven to expect 
somewhat greater direct attention to its counter-
part, “disengagement,” and its relations/juxtapo-
sition with motivation. Is this because we tend to 
see engagement and disengagement on a unidi-
mensional continuum? Is low (or no) engagement 
simply disengagement? Is shared variance 
between disengagement and motivation the same 
as that between engagement and motivation? 

 In very recent work, Martin, Anderson, Bobis, 
Way, and Vellar  (  2011  )  argue that learning, moti-
vation, and achievement require attention to both 
engagement and disengagement. Although the 
two are signifi cantly correlated, it appears that 
they explain unique variance in the academic 
process and thus should be addressed in comple-
mentary but distinct ways. They conceptualize 

and operationalize persistence at school in terms 
of the joint forces of “switching on” (engage-
ment) and “switching off” (disengagement). To 
the extent that this is the case, there will be impli-
cations of this multidimensional engagement/dis-
engagement perspective for theorizing and 
analyses involving motivation, learning, and 
achievement.  

   Engagement and Disengagement: 
A Shared Responsibility 

 A major message from these chapters is that 
engagement logically follows from a constella-
tion of contextual (e.g., teacher) and student fac-
tors. Put another way, it seems that engagement is 
a rational response to contextual and individual 
infl uences. It is good to know that this is the case 
because it enables the logical development of tar-
geted educational intervention to promote 
engagement. It also underscores the need for 
action on the part of practitioners (e.g., teachers, 
psychologists, counselors), parents/caregivers, 
and students – a shared responsibility frequently 
emphasized in the chapters in this part. A neces-
sary corollary to this is that we must also con-
clude that disengagement is a rational response to 
contextual and individual infl uences. In some 
ways, this is a more challenging notion. It means 
that disengagement is a shared responsibility – 
and for various reasons, practitioners (e.g., 
 teachers, psychologists, counselors), parents/
caregivers, and students may have diffi culty rec-
ognizing and/or accepting this. 

 The authors in this part of this volume have 
clearly demonstrated that sharing the responsibil-
ity for engagement and disengagement will pro-
mote positive academic pathways. They have 
identifi ed specifi c factors, processes, and ideas 
practitioners, parents/caregivers, and students 
can harness to make this happen. Thanks to these 
authors – and also the researchers and work on 
which they draw – there is a solid conceptual and 
empirical basis for optimism as we support stu-
dents’ learning through school and beyond.      
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  Abstract 

 Underachievement and school disengagement have serious consequences, 
both at individual and societal levels. In this chapter, we adopt a strength-
based perspective to examine the multiple ways in which parents foster 
achievement motivation and student engagement. Our theoretical orienta-
tion is grounded in Bronfenbrenner’s (1977) ecological systems theory in 
which the child is situated at the center of increasingly distal and intercon-
nected spheres of infl uence, from family and school to community and 
societal institutions. Given the increasingly diverse composition of our 
nation’s schools, we place a premium on understanding how varied ethnic 
and cultural models of learning and socialization, particularly among low-
income families, differentially infl uence parents’ educational socialization 
strategies and how these come to affect children’s developing achieve-
ment-related beliefs and behaviors. We examine several theoretical mod-
els of engagement, motivation, and parental involvement and highlight 
some notable research efforts that seek to explain parents’ roles in foster-
ing motivation and engagement. We then share several models of innova-
tive programs that have experienced success in creating authentic 
partnerships between parents, children, schools, and communities toward 
the goal of stemming the tide of underachievement and disengagement.    
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   The    Role of Parents in Student 
Motivation and Engagement 

 Underachievement and school disengagement 
have serious consequences, both at individual 
and societal levels. Disengagement often mani-
fests in a gradual cycle of withdrawal from 
schooling, culminating in school dropout for 
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large numbers of youth (Finn,  1989  ) . On some 
estimates, over one million (or 30%) of all ninth 
graders in the USA fail to graduate from high 
school, with the dropout (nongraduation) rate 
approaching 50–55% in some urban communi-
ties (Alliance for Excellent Education,  2009 ; 
Toppo,  2010  ) . This dropout rate includes students 
from states in which graduation is dependent on 
both the successful completion of the 4-year high 
school curriculum and the state-administered 
high school leaving or exit examination. Cur-
rently, 17, or just over one-third of states, man-
date such an exit exam. 1  

 Problems associated with underachievement 
and disengagement are perhaps the most intense 
for students who live in poverty. Among US 
 children under 18 years of age, 39% live in 
 poverty, disproportionate numbers of which 
are from ethnic minority groups (i.e., 60% of 
African American, 61% of Latino, 30% of Asian 
American, and 26% of Caucasian children; 
Cauthen & Fass,  2008  ) . Immigrant students and 
children of immigrants face additional chal-
lenges of acculturation (García Coll & Marks, 
 2009 ; Suárez-Orozco, Suárez-Orozco, & Todo-
rova,  2008  ) . Low-income children are more 
likely than their middle-class peers to live in 
poor  neighborhoods with higher rates of crime, 
violence, and unemployment (Brooks-Gunn, 
Linver, & Fauth,  2005 ; Leventhal, Fauth, & 
Brooks-Gunn,  2005  ) . In such neighborhoods, 
children’s schools are likely to be of lower 
quality, characterized by less qualifi ed teachers 

and higher teacher turnover than in higher 
income neighborhoods. (   Byrd-Blake et al.,  2010 ; 
Ingersoll,  2004 ; Johnson,  2006  ) . Children in 
those schools are also more likely to be held 
back one or more grades and experience higher 
rates of suspension, school dropout, and teen 
pregnancy (Cauthen & Fass,  2008 ; Duncan & 
Brooks-Gunn,  2000 ; Hauser, Pager, & Simmons, 
 2004  ) . 

 Parents are their children’s fi rst and primary 
guides through their schooling experiences, and 
therefore can serve to greatly buffer or com-
pound risk factors for disengagement and low 
achievement. The achievement-related beliefs 
and behaviors of parents can have a profound 
infl uence on how children come to perceive 
their intellectual abilities and the value of learn-
ing and education (Eccles, Roeser, Vida, 
Fredricks, & Wigfi eld,  2006  ) . Parents’ educa-
tional socialization strategies operate at two 
levels that are inherently interconnected. Long 
before the start of formal schooling and through-
out their children’s schooling experiences, par-
ents engage in cognitive socialization strategies 
to foster the development of intellectual skills 
children need to succeed in school. For exam-
ple, when parents ask questions about an 
assigned reading or possible solutions to a math 
problem, they are helping their children develop 
critical thinking skills. Equally important, how-
ever, are the subtle ways in which parents 
engage motivational socialization strategies to 
foster the kinds of beliefs about learning that 
encourage persistence, diligence, and the ability 
to delay gratifi cation. Thus, it is critically 
important to shed light on how parents, in 
collaboration with their children, their chil-
dren’s teachers, schools, and communities, can 
work to stem the tide of underachievement and 
disengagement. 

 In this chapter, we adopt a strength-based 
perspective to examine the multiple ways in 
which parents foster achievement motivation 
and student engagement. Our theoretical ori-
entation is grounded in Bronfenbrenner’s 
 (  1977  )  ecological systems theory in which the 

   1  It is important to note that there is controversy around 
how the high school dropout rate is calculated. The com-
monly reported metric, based on a dataset (Common Core 
of Data or CCD) managed by the US Department of 
Education, is the averaged freshman graduation rate, 
which is said to refl ect the percent of 9th graders who 
graduate on time, 4 years later. However, the CCD reports 
enrolled, but not entering, 9th graders. This means that the 
dropout rate can include, at any time, the number of stu-
dents who were not promoted out of or are voluntarily 
repeating the 9th grade (Roy & Mishel,  2008  ) .  
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child is situated at the center of increasingly 
distal and interconnected spheres of influence, 
from family and school to community and 
societal institutions. Given the increasingly 
diverse composition of our nation’s schools, 
we place a premium on understanding how 
varied ethnic and cultural models of learning 
and socialization, particularly among low-
income families, differentially influence par-
ents’ educational socialization strategies and 
how these come to affect children’s developing 
achievement-related beliefs and behaviors. 
Clearly, not all economically disadvantaged 
and minority students are disengaged from 
school. There are many academically resilient 
students who beat the odds and demonstrate 
high levels of achievement and engagement in 
school. 

 In our own research, we are interested in 
understanding the more positive educational 
outcomes within these populations (Bempechat, 
 1998 ; Shernoff & Schmidt,  2008  ) . We are inter-
ested in discovering: What are the learning 
beliefs and dispositions that characterize the 
motivational orientation of low-income and 
racial/ethnic minority students? What emotions 
and perceptions characterize such students’ 
engagement with schoolwork when they are 
completing it? What are the infl uences on their 
motivation and engagement? Specifi cally, to 
what extent may parental involvement and other 
family-related variables infl uence such students’ 
motivation and engagement with school learning 
and achievement? Finally, what is the role of 
culture in infl uencing educational socialization, 
and what differences in parental infl uences and 
socialization strategies exist within different 
cultures? We will here examine several theoreti-
cal models of engagement, motivation, and 
parental involvement and highlight some notable 
research efforts that seek to explain parents’ 
roles in fostering motivation and engagement. 
We will then share several models of innovative 
programs that have experienced success in creat-
ing authentic partnerships between parents, chil-
dren, schools, and communities.  

   Theoretical Perspective 
on Motivation and Engagement 

 Usually referring to students’ involvement with 
schooling, academics, or learning (e.g., Finn, 
 1989,   1993 ; Marks,  2000 ; Skinner & Belmont, 
 1993  ) , there is fairly broad agreement that stu-
dent (or school) engagement involves both 
behaviors (e.g., completing assignments) and 
emotions (e.g., belongingness) and encompasses 
effort and persistence in schoolwork (Connell & 
Wellborn,  1991 ; Newmann,  1992 ; Skinner & 
Belmont,  1993 ; Smerdon,  1999  ) . Engagement 
and motivation to learn (Stipek,  1993  )  are highly 
related and overlapping concepts, having many 
commonalities as measurable constructs (see 
Fig.  15.1 ). However, motivation has been tradi-
tionally viewed as a psychological construct, 
whereas engagement, even in its common defi ni-
tion, refers to an emotional involvement or 

Motivation

Substantive/Deep 
Engagement

Flow

Continuing Motivation

Mastery-Approach Goals

Academic Performance

Short Term Outcomes 

Long Term Outcomes

Sustained Commitment

Domain Mastery

Accomplishment in a Field

  Fig. 15.1    Conceptual model of the interaction between 
deep engagement and motivation, with associated short-
term and long-term outcomes       
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 commitment to some object and describes the 
experiential intensity of a relationship or interac-
tion. It can refer to a sustained relationship, as 
with engagement in the process of schooling or a 
domain of interest, and also to one’s temporal 
involvement or interactions with activities and 
social partners in the immediate environments. 
An increasing amount of attention is directed to 
student engagement because it is presumed to be 
malleable and highly infl uenced by the learning 
environment, and thus considered a means to 
ameliorate downward student trajectories.  

 Engagement is increasingly recognized to be a 
complex, latent construct involving both observ-
able (e.g., attending class) and unobservable (i.e., 
“investment” in learning) psychological events 
 and  positive emotions (e.g., enjoyment and inter-
est) (Appleton, Christenson, & Furlong,  2008  ) . 
It is presumed to encompass actions and behaviors, 
effort, as well as ambient emotional states. 
Fredricks, Blumenfeld, and Paris  (  2004  )  observed 
that a multitude of conceptualizations and mea-
surements of engagement run throughout the liter-
ature and concluded that that student engagement 
should be conceptualized as a multidimen-
sional metaconstruct made up of three distinct 
but related dimensions: cognitive engagement (i.e., 
investment in learning, self-regulation), behavioral 
engagement (i.e., positive conduct, demonstration 
of effort), and emotional engagement (e.g., interest 
and boredom). Behavioral engagement is based 
on observational and self-reported measures of 
 on-task behavior, effort, participation, attendance, 
or other desirable behaviors typical of good stu-
dents (Finn & Voelkl,  1993 ; Green, Rhodes, Hirsch, 
Suarez-Orozco, & Camic,  2008 ; Marks,  2000  ) . 
Cognitive engagement is usually measured as stu-
dents’ investment or mastery in learning and depth 
of processing (Blumenfeld,  1992 ; Newmann, 
 1992 ; Newmann & Wehlage,  1993  ) , students’ 
intrinsic motivation to learn within a given learn-
ing environment (Brophy,  1987 ; Covington,  2000 ; 
Ryan & Deci,  2000 ; Sansone & Harackiewicz, 
 2000  ) , and/or the use of self-regulated meta-
cognitive strategies such as planning, monitor-
ing, and evaluating one’s understanding of a 
text (Zimmerman,  1990  ) . Many of these con-
ceptualizations and measurements of cognitive 

engagement have much in common with those 
used previously in the motivational literature. 
Emotional engagement refers to students’ affect 
and emotions in schools, including interest, bore-
dom, happiness, sadness, and anxiety (Finn,  1989 ; 
Shernoff, Csikszentmihalyi, Schneider, & Shernoff, 
 2003 ; Voelkl,  1997  ) . 

 Both motivation and engagement have been 
conceptualized as a personal trait and context-
varying psychological state (Fredricks et al., 
 2004 ; Schunk, Pintrich, & Meece,  2008  ) . We fi nd 
this to be a useful distinction, and to simplify, we 
generally think of  engagement  as the quality of 
temporal interactions with the learning activity, 
task, social companions, and other components of 
the proximal environment, not dissimilar from the 
concept of  situational interest  (Hidi & Anderson, 
 1992 ; Mitchell,  1993  ) , whereas we characterize 
 motivation  as a more global set of personal orien-
tations that infl uence how students approach 
schoolwork, learning, and achievement. 

   Conceptualizing Engagement 

 Many studies rely on observer ratings of engage-
ment, but as both a latent and multidimensional 
construct, engagement may not always be an 
observable characteristic. In addition, behaviors 
rated high on engagement by observers may repre-
sent only compliance to authority fi gures or “going 
through the motions” characteristic of  procedural 
engagement . This conceptualization of engage-
ment contrasts with  substantive engagement  char-
acterized by deep processing and intrinsic 
motivation (Brophy,  1983 ; Nystrand & Gamoran, 
 1991  ) . For purposes of identifying students who 
are academically resilient, we are interested in 
identifying engagement that is more substantive 
and less procedural because substantive engage-
ment is likely to be more strongly related to authen-
tic motivational orientations and educational 
attitudes that are transferrable into higher levels of 
academic performance (see Fig.  15.1 ). We believe 
that when students are substantively and deeply 
engaged with learning, the psychological state is 
similar to that characterized as  fl ow experiences  
(Csikszentmihalyi,  1990  ) . Flow is a state of 



31915 Parental Infl uences on Achievement Motivation and Student Engagement

deep absorption in an activity that is intrinsically 
interesting and enjoyable, such as when athletes 
are focused on their play, dancers are immersed in 
their performance, or scientists are engrossed in 
solving a new problem (Csikszentmihalyi,  1990, 
  1997 ; Csikszentmihalyi & Csikszentmihalyi, 
 1988  ) . The state of fl ow is all-encompassing, with 
no psychic energy left for distractions, including 
consciousness of time and self. During this state, 
individuals function at their fullest capacity, 
and the experience becomes its own reward 
(DeCharms,  1968 ; Deci,  1975  ) . Notably, students 
with multiple risk factors have stated that concen-
trated experiences like dance can be therapeutic, 
providing a sort of sanctuary in which they can for-
get about their problems and allow their creative 
energies to “fl ow” (Csikszentmihalyi,  1990  ) . 

 Based on fl ow theory, we have found it useful 
to defi ne and operationalize engagement in edu-
cational contexts as the simultaneous experience 
of concentration, interest, and enjoyment in the 
task at hand (Shernoff & Schmidt,  2008 ; Shernoff 
& Vandell,  2007 ; Shernoff et al.,  2003  ) . Because 
all three components are strongly related to learn-
ing (Shernoff & Csikszentmihalyi,  2009  ) , we 
argue that engagement defi ned in this way is very 
close to learning itself, or at least the  experience 
of learning . It is of course unrealistic to concep-
tualize adolescent-aged students as routinely in 
fl ow during school; and indeed our research has 
demonstrated that this is not the case (Shernoff & 
Csikszentmihalyi). We concur with the observa-
tion of the National Research Council  (  2004  )  in 
writing, “We are not proposing that all high 
school students be in a constant state of fl ow, but 
we have seen youth deeply and enthusiastically 
engaged in schoolwork and we believe that this 
high standard should be our goal” (p. 32). In other 
words, deep problem-solving, authentic interest, 
and enjoyment in creating “works” encapsulated 
by the concept of fl ow are a way to conceptualize 
ideal engagement in learning and, indeed, the act 
of learning itself. 

 The type of experience that occurs as one 
becomes engrossed or entirely taken up with 
objects or activities of interest often results in a 
creative or scientifi c attitude toward the activity 
somewhat set apart from the ordinary range of 

experience (Henri,  1923/2007  ) . These individual 
episodes may gradually accrue meaning, culmi-
nating in a strengthened, sustained, and persistent 
involvement in an area of interest (Nakamura, 
 2001  ) . Thus, engagement may naturally progress 
and develop into a more stable, continuing moti-
vational orientation that is directly related to aca-
demic performance (Maehr,  1976  ) . For example, 
we found that student engagement reported at 
random moments in high school science classes 
was predictive of the choice of a college major in 
science 2 years later and that momentary interest 
and enjoyment in math and science classes were 
also predictive of academic performance in col-
lege (Shernoff,  2010 ; Shernoff & Hoogstra, 
 2001  ) . These associations were statistically sig-
nifi cant after controlling for grades in high school 
(which were not a signifi cant predictor of a 
related college major or performance in college) 
as well as demographic characteristics. These 
fi ndings are consistent with Hidi and Renninger’s 
 (  2006  )  four-phase model of interest development, 
in which early interest is often situational, much 
like episodes of fl ow, but as value in the activity 
or topic deepens, interest becomes an enduring 
and sustained trait of the individual.  

   Conceptualizing Motivation 

 We, therefore, see substantive engagement with 
learning activities as having a cumulative pro-
gression toward more general motivational orien-
tations and proclivities. We are particularly 
interested in motivational orientations that sup-
port learning and school achievement, or  achieve-
ment motivation . Broadly speaking, achievement 
motivation consists of a constellation of beliefs 
infl uencing patterns of school achievement, 
including expectations and standards for perfor-
mance, value placed on learning, and self- 
perceptions of ability (Deci & Ryan,  1985 ; 
Dweck,  2006 ; Eccles et al.,  2006 ; Nicholls,  1989 ; 
Weiner,  2005  ) . Research in achievement motiva-
tion today is located within a social-cognitive 
framework (Dweck & Leggett,  1988  ) . That is, 
achievement-related beliefs are seen as infl u-
enced by the ways in which students interpret or 
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make meaning from their educational experi-
ences. Their school-related experiences may 
include feedback from parents and teachers, 
motivational and affective responses to success 
and failure, and their placement within school 
structures such as ability grouping. Importantly, 
children’s achievement beliefs infl uence their 
achievement-related behavior. For example, chil-
dren who believe that ability is fi xed are more 
likely to avoid challenging tasks than those who 
view ability as malleable (Dweck,  2006 ). 

 Goal theory is one of the more prominent con-
temporary approaches to studying achievement 
motivation. Early research focused on two 
achievement goal orientations that students adopt 
about the nature and purpose of learning, beliefs 
about ability, and conceptions of school success, 
referred to as mastery and performance goals 
(Ames,  1992b ; Elliott & Dweck,  1988 ; Maehr & 
Nicholls,  1980 ; Nicholls,  1978,   1989  ) . Mastery 
goals are conceptualized as the desire to attain 
knowledge and understanding (a mastery-
approach orientation), implying a positive form 
of motivation. As illustrated in Fig.  15.1 , this 
motivational pattern is maintained over time both 
in the short term and in the long term (Weiner, 
 1979  ) , underscoring the quality of involvement 
and a continued commitment to learning (Paris & 
Winograd,  1990 ; Pelletier et al.,  1995 ; Pintrich & 
De Groot,  1990  ) . Thus, we would expect cumula-
tive episodes of substantive or fl ow-like engage-
ment to progress into mastery-approach goals 
and dispositions. 

 Mastery goals can also include avoidance. 
Mastery-avoidance goals refl ect a concern for 
maintaining one’s skills that derives from the fear 
of losing them (Elliot,  1999  ) . In contrast, 
 performance goals represent a desire to appear 
competent (a performance-approach orientation), 
or at least to avoid appearing incompetent (a 
 performance-avoidance orientation) (Ames,  1984 ; 
Dweck & Bempechat,  1983 ; Nicholls,  1984 ; 
Pintrich,  2000  ) . An impressive body of experi-
mental, survey, and, to a much lesser extent, 
qualitative research has demonstrated that indi-
viduals with mastery goals perform better, have 
more positive affect and self-effi cacy beliefs, are 
more persistent in the face of diffi culty, prefer 

challenging over easy tasks, and otherwise are 
better oriented toward learning (Ames,  1992a ; 
Brophy,  1983 ; Meece, Blumenfeld, & Hoyle, 
 1988 ; Nicholls,  1983,   1984,   1989 ; see Kaplan & 
Maehr,  2007  ) . Recent research also confi rms 
that mastery goals are more likely to lead to 
 subsequent, continuing interest including col-
lege course enrollment en route to early career 
development (Harackiewicz, Barron, Tauer, & 
Elliot,  2002 ; Hulleman, Durik, Schweigert, & 
Harackiewicz,  2008  ) .  

   Motivational Orientations Among 
Low-Income Ethnic Minority 
Adolescents 

 In our recent research (e.g., Bempechat, Li, 
Wenk, & Holloway, submitted; Bempechat, 
Shernoff, Li, Holloway, & Arendtz,  2010  ) , we 
conducted a series of in-depth interviews with an 
ethnically diverse sample of 92 ninth graders 
(approximately one third African American, one 
third European American, and one third Mexican 
American), all low-SES students (i.e., eligible for 
free/reduced-price lunch). We focused our analy-
ses on the difference in achievement goals and 
educational attitudes between the higher and 
lower achievers, as determined by a median split. 
We asked the students about their perceptions of 
school and factors related to processes of learn-
ing and schooling in the context of their daily 
lives and routines. 

 To be sure, the high achievers expressed many 
more beliefs and attitudes expressive of a mas-
tery orientation. However, our coding categories 
revealed that the predominant themes character-
izing these students’ educational attitudes and 
learning goals were more nuanced and varied 
than is typically refl ected in the achievement 
goals literature. For example, high achievers 
were more likely to express three different types 
of mastery-related behaviors and habits: mastery-
learning goals (e.g., the desire to learn new things; 
see Ames,  1992b  ) , mastery behaviors (e.g., per-
sistence, investment of effort, self-discipline), 
and mastery-emergent standards (e.g., high per-
sonal standards for performance or learning). 
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High achievers were also more likely to express a 
healthy conscientiousness for their future educa-
tional or career goals. The lower achievers also 
expressed mastery-related dispositions, but with 
the tendency to invest effort inconsistently, such 
as putting in more effort for some classes than 
others, seemingly perceiving their effort as more 
optional than high achievers. They were also 
more likely to avoid work altogether. Although 
on the surface, these motivational orientations 
appear similar to performance-approach and 
 performance-avoidance goals, comparative per-
formance did not seem to be a central con-
cern; rather, lower achievers preferred activities 
perceived as more enjoyable until teachers or 
parents forced their attention to schoolwork— 
i.e., they had the need for external discipline in 
the absence of self-discipline. 

 We also sought to measure and compare indi-
vidual levels of engagement in learning environ-
ments (mostly when in school) and while doing 
schoolwork in particular. To reach this goal, we 
utilized the Experience Sampling Method (or 
ESM; see Hektner, Schmidt, & Csikszentmihalyi, 
 2007  ) . Students wore a watch programmed to 
beep randomly seven times per day, from 
8:00 a.m. until 10:00 p.m. When signaled, stu-
dents recorded their location, activity, preferred 
activity, companions, subjective experiences, and 
emotions (e.g., challenge, importance, etc.) into 
Experience Sampling Forms (ESFs). We then 
compared subjective experiences between the 
higher and lower achievers while completing 
schoolwork specifi cally. Results showed that 
higher achievers had signifi cantly higher engage-
ment (i.e., average of concentration, interest, and 
enjoyment) and consistently reported greater 
feelings of understanding and competence when 
completing their schoolwork than the lower 
achievers. However, they also reported signifi -
cantly higher levels of negative affect such as 
feeling scared and confused. The magnitude of 
this difference was generally small (on average 
about 0.20 of a standard deviation, though this 
varied by the specifi c emotion examined), but the 
difference was greater (e.g., 0.60 of standard 
deviation in feeling confused) when the chal-
lenge of the school-related activity was perceived 

to be high. Higher achievers appeared to possess 
greater confi dence in their academic competen-
cies, but became more worried when higher lev-
els of challenge threatened it. Consistent with 
their interview testimonies, lower achievers 
reported higher levels of choice and guilt when 
they were doing their schoolwork. 

 Overall, both the interview and ESM data 
converged on the central difference that higher 
achievers were more invested in schooling and 
seemed to take both their school learning and 
performance goals more seriously. On the whole, 
their educational values and future educational 
goals were decisively stronger. Although the 
goals literature may classify their goals to reach 
clearly defi ned future goals as performance-ori-
ented (i.e., performance-approach goals), such 
goals, which guided the investment to learn and 
master material in a mature and purposeful way, 
may be better characterized as educational values 
for which the higher achievers demonstrated 
 identifi cation  and  integration  in terms of Ryan 
and Deci’s  (  2000  )  taxonomy of motivation. 

 Even though their educational goals and stan-
dards appeared to be internalized and integrated, 
this does not mean that this process of internal-
ization was not highly infl uenced. On the con-
trary, we suspect that their values may be strongly 
infl uenced by a number of interacting contextual 
variables based on current theory and research. 
We turn to that theory and research next. An 
important question becomes: What are the salient 
contexts of infl uence on children’s educational 
values? Are family factors, and parents in partic-
ular, especially salient infl uences?   

   Theoretical Background 
on Contextual Infl uences 

 In proposing his ecological model underscoring 
the primacy of context in child development, 
Bronfenbrenner  (  1977  )  observed that develop-
mental psychology had become “…the science of 
the strange behavior of children in strange situa-
tions with strange adults for the briefest periods 
of time” (p. 513). His theory of nested and recip-
rocal spheres of infl uence in child development 
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served to highlight a widely accepted organizing 
principle of development—individuals do not 
evolve in a vacuum, but rather are active partici-
pants in multiple social and historical contexts 
that shape their emerging beliefs about how the 
world around them functions. A great deal of 
research in parent involvement focuses on the 
two proximal systems. The microsystem consists 
of the immediate settings that contain the child—
for example, what parents and families say and 
do in support of academic achievement. The 
mesosystem represents interactions between the 
environments that contain the child and thus the-
oretically situates the home-school connection in 
studies of how bonds between these settings can 
foster achievement and engagement. There may 
be many infl uences on student engagement within 
the microsystem and mesosystem alone. However, 
much of the research on fl ow in adolescents dem-
onstrates that certain contexts in the microsystem 
(e.g., structured extracurriculars or organized 
sports) may exert a motivational pull so strong 
(i.e., to the point of complete absorption in 
the activity or context) that it can overcome 
the potentially distracting infl uence of other con-
texts within the microsystem or mesosystem 
(e.g., Csikszentmihalyi,  1975 ; Csikszentmihalyi 
& Larson,  1984 ; Schmidt, Shernoff, & Csikszent-
mihalyi,  2007  ) . 

 No less important for the infl uence of parent-
ing on developmental outcomes, however, are the 
two more distal circles of infl uence. Psychological 
anthropologists and cultural psychologists alike 
have argued that societal contexts (the exosys-
tem) as well as cultural and historical contexts 
(the macrosystem) are critical in shaping think-
ing and the development of belief systems, 
including those that guide parental educational 
socialization practices (Cole,  1996 ; Harkness & 
Super,  1992 ; Rogoff,  2003 ; Vygotsky,  1978 ; 
Weisner,  2002  ) . In her work, Rogoff  (  1990  )  has 
noted that cultural and historical contexts are key 
factors that drive the content and nature of mean-
ing making. 

 Culture and context thus play central roles in 
helping us understand how parents foster their 
children’s engagement with school. The child’s 
role, however, is equally critical. Children actively 

co-construct their developing understanding of 
the nature and value of learning and education 
through their ongoing interactions with their 
caregivers, teachers, and mentors. Flow experi-
ences are also considered to be the product of the 
quality of interaction between a person and the 
environment; thus, conceptualizing student 
engagement based on fl ow theory is consistent 
with bioecological views. Bronfenbrenner and 
Ceci’s (Bronfenbrenner & Ceci,  1994  )  bioeco-
logical model of development provides a way of 
understanding the infl uences of an individual’s 
background, personal attributes, peers, teachers, 
parents, the school, community, and macrolevel 
factors like society and culture through  proximal 
processes  described as “complex reciprocal 
interaction(s) between an active, evolving bio-
physical human organism and the persons, 
objects, and symbols in the immediate environ-
ment” (p. 572). Proximal processes vary as a 
function of the developing person and both distal 
and immediate environment. As we will discuss 
below, ecocultural theory and bioecological mod-
els of development are critical in understanding 
ethnic and cultural diversity in parental infl u-
ences on student engagement. 

   Theoretical Approaches 
to Understanding Parent Involvement 

 Several decades of research have demonstrated 
that parental involvement in children’s schooling 
is associated with a variety of positive academic 
and motivational outcomes. These include such 
indicators as higher GPA and achievement test 
scores, improved attendance in school, greater 
rates of high school graduation, and positive atti-
tudes about schooling (Comer,  2005 ; Eccles & 
Gootman,  2002 ; Epstein,  1995 ; Mapp, Johnson, 
Strickland, & Meza,  2008  ) . There is no universal 
pattern of parent involvement that results in 
higher achievement, nor do all forms of involve-
ment enhance learning outcomes (Hill & Taylor, 
 2004 ; Jeynes,  2010 ; Pomerantz, Moorman, & 
Litwak,  2007  ) . The overall benefi ts of parental 
involvement when taken as a whole, however, 
have been substantial enough to infl uence public 
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policy. For example, under the mandate of the No 
Child Left Behind Act (NCLB), schools must 
enact policies and procedures that involve par-
ents in their children’s school lives  (  NCLB, 2002 
Title I, Sec. 1001 [12]  ) . 

 There exists a shared understanding that 
healthy academic and psychosocial development 
cannot occur if key constituents of the child’s 
upbringing—parents, teachers, and community 
members—operate in a vacuum or, worse, are in 
confl ict. While prominent models of parental 
involvement stress the co-construction of partici-
pation, they also place primary responsibility for 
engaging parents on schools and their agents—
teachers, administrators, and support staff 
(Epstein,  1995 ; Reschly & Christenson,  2009  ) . 
Epstein’s infl uential theory of overlapping spheres 
of infl uence derives from Bronfenbrenner’s eco-
logical theory and, like it, places the child at the 
center of three contexts—home, school, and 
community—that need to work in concert to fos-
ter learning and development (Epstein,  1995 ). 
Epstein’s typology of six types of family-school 
con nections identifi es family and school respon-
sibilities that, when enacted, can create a seam-
less partnership between home and school. At the 
same time, schools are seen as bearing the respon-
sibility for assisting parents to embrace beliefs 
(e.g., seeing their children as students) and engage 
in actions that support their children’s learning. 
This is particularly so in high-poverty urban cen-
ters, where parents may not have the resources or 
social capital to maximize their own abilities to 
foster achievement. 

 Over time, conceptions of parent involvement 
have evolved from a focus on activities that 
schools can design to engage parents to the more 
recent realization that relationships are the foun-
dation upon which successful partnerships are 
built (Reschly & Christenson,  2009  ) . These rela-
tionships need to be perceived as warm, caring, 
and respectful in order to gain the trust and endur-
ing participation of parents and family members. 
With Bronfenbrenner’s mesosystem as its start-
ing point, Reschly and Christenson have argued 
that family involvement represents a collabora-
tion between homes and schools, one that is 
devoted to enhancing children’s development 

across the domains of the self and not limited to 
only academic growth. This mesosystemic 
approach is at the core of the model of 4 A’s—the 
school conditions necessary to establish strong 
partnerships (Christenson & Sheridan,  2001  ) . 
These include an  approach  to families that com-
municates genuine respect for parents and the 
different ways they become involved; an  attitude  
that respects parents’ perspectives and views 
parental involvement as essential for student suc-
cess; an  atmosphere  that supports interactions 
between home and school; and, with these three 
components in place,  actions  that can be adopted 
to support strong family-school relationships. 

 As we describe toward the end of this chapter, 
successful practitioners, such as James Comer and 
Geoffrey Canada, have embodied the 4 A’s 
approach in their efforts to build meaningful con-
nections between home, school, and communities.   

   The Infl uence of Parental Involvement 
on Well-Being and Engagement 

 Research evidence suggests at least two funda-
mental reasons that parental involvement infl u-
ences engagement and motivation. The fi rst is the 
strong association between parental relations 
with their children and overall psychological 
well-being, which positions parental involvement 
as a primary protective factor against disengage-
ment. The second is the more direct infl uence of 
caring and supportive relationships with parents. 

   Parental Relations and Psychological 
Well-Being 

 Our conceptualization of engagement as defi ned 
by students’ self-perceptions of their level of 
involvement in an activity places an emphasis on 
the relational and emotional well-being of the stu-
dent. Such an outlook is based on the premise that 
engagement with learning environments is situ-
ated within the larger context of psychological and 
relational well-being emanating from effective 
adaptation to the environment (Griffi ths, Sharkey, 
& Furlong,  2009  ) . Within this larger perspective, 
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meaningful engagement that leads to sustained 
motivation may be seen as a key driver of positive 
youth development (Larson,  2006  ) , and fostering 
it is a primary goal of educational approaches that 
emphasize strengths and well-being of students 
rather than defi cit-driven and reactive approaches 
(Gilman, Huebner, & Furlong,  2009  ) . 

 Indeed, there appears to be a strong relation-
ship between engagement and well-being. 
Students who are interested and involved in skill 
building and productive pursuits score higher on 
measures of psychological adjustment, including 
measures of self-esteem, responsibility, compe-
tence, and social relations (Steinberg,  1996  ) , 
whereas students who report feeling alienated 
from school are more likely to have behavioral 
problems ranging from withdrawal to depression 
to aggression (Jessor & Jessor,  1977  ) . Research 
has shown that the resources of families, schools, 
and communities may foster the positive devel-
opment of youth through provisions of physical 
safety and security, developmentally appropriate 
structure, and expectations for behavior; emo-
tional and moral support; and opportunities to 
make a contribution to one’s community (Eccles 
& Gootman,  2002  ) . In support of this ecological-
adaptation view of engagement and positive 
development, Reschly, Huebner, Appleton, and 
Antaramian  (  2008  )  recently found that a signifi -
cant relationship between positive emotions and 
student engagement was mediated by broadened 
cognitive capacities (i.e., problem-solving), 
behavioral coping strategies (i.e., social support 
seeking), and other proclivities toward healthy 
adaptation. 

 Because family life and parental relations are 
such powerful forces in overall adaptation and 
relational well-being, family cohesiveness and 
parental relations may be seen as a primary protec-
tive factor against behavioral and psychological 
problems including disengagement from school, 
while reciprocally serving as a salient infl uence on 
resiliency and positive psychological outcomes 
(Suldo,  2009  ) . For example, spending time with 
one’s family in grade fi ve has been associated with 
positive affect (Larson & Richards,  1991  ) . Not 
only have children’s ratings of parents’ warmth 
been related to life satisfaction (Chang, McBride-

Chang, Stewart, & Au,  2003  ) , but attesting to the 
long-ranging and formative infl uence of parental 
relations, a longitudinal study of 17,000 youth in 
Great Britain found that feeling close to one’s 
mother at age 16 explained 5–11% of the variance 
in life satisfaction at age 42 (Flouri,  2004  ) . 
Conversely, parental confl ict has been associated 
with diminished life satisfaction both concurrently 
and 1 year later in a sample of 429 12–16-year-
olds in Hong Kong (Shek,  1998  ) .  

   The Infl uence of Parental Relationship 
Support 

 Caring and supportive relationships with peers 
and adults are an integral feature of settings pro-
moting the motivation and development of youth 
(Eccles & Gootman,  2002  ) . Developmentally 
speaking, adolescents are fully embedded in a 
world of interpersonal relationships (Kegan, 
 1982  ) . As students enter middle school, their 
social networks have an increasingly important 
social-emotional infl uence on their attitudes 
toward school and motivation to succeed (Furlong 
et al.,  2003  ) . Due to the pervasive infl uence of 
relationships on multiple facets of student motiva-
tion, Martin and Dowson  (  2009  )  recently demon-
strated that many of the most dominant 
motivational theories may be conceptualized in 
relational terms. A growing number of studies 
support this view. Typically, engagement research 
has examined the effect of connectedness with 
specifi c social partners: most commonly, teachers, 
peers, parents, and mentors. Research evidence 
has rapidly accumulated, demonstrating that relat-
edness in all of these categories has important and 
unique contributions to student engagement (e.g., 
Furrer & Skinner,  2003 ; Rhodes,  2002 ; Steinberg, 
 1996 ; See recent meta-analysis by Roorda et al. 
 2011  ) . We here focus on the infl uence of parental 
relationship support. 

 The importance of parental relations for social 
competence and other positive developmental out-
comes is rooted in the continuity view of relation-
ships, which suggests that one’s relationship style 
is relatively stable and strongly infl uenced by one’s 
attachment to a primary caregiver as early as 
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infancy, like relational “templates” carried forward 
into to adolescence and adulthood (Furrer & 
Skinner,  2003  ) . During this time, the quality of 
parental relations may also operate in a great vari-
ety of ways to infl uence students’ motivation. For 
example, many students are motivated by grades, 
but their interpretation of what the grades signify 
is often mediated though their relationship with 
their parents (Steinberg,  1996  ) . The quality of 
parental relations has thus been linked not only to 
higher engagement (Chen,  2008  ) , but also to aca-
demic performance (Furrer & Skinner,  2003 ; Sirin 
& Rogers-Sirin,  2004  )  and achievement (Hughes 
& Kwok,  2007  ) . The quality of parent–child rela-
tions has also been associated with school satisfac-
tion (Huebner & Diener,  2008  ) . Findings like these 
suggest that supportive parental relations are 
important for students’ engagement and attitudes 
about schooling beyond providing the child with 
templates for relating to others in the early years of 
life (Furrer & Skinner,  2003 ).  

   How Parents Infl uence Engagement 
and Foster Adaptive Achievement 
Beliefs 

 A considerable body of research has focused on 
what parents can do to foster their children’s 
engagement and achievement in school and how 
schools can support parents in their efforts. While 
much attention is rightfully paid to particular 
activities (e.g., reading to children, assisting with 
homework) that positively contribute to school 
grades and achievement test scores, our under-
standing of the benefi ts of parent involvement 
has expanded to include the motivational factors 
involved. Research at the intersection of ecocul-
tural theory and social cognitive theory has 
revealed that parents’ own attitudes about learn-
ing, the value placed on education, achievement 
expectations, and approaches with the school and 
its agents have a profound infl uence on the devel-
opment of their children’s achievement-related 
beliefs and behaviors (Bempechat,  2004 ; Grolnick 
& Slowiaczek,  1994 ; Jeynes,  2010  ) . 

 As we shall see, there is considerable variety in 
the ways in which, and circumstances under which, 

parents’ participation in their children’s learning 
enhances achievement and the development of 
adaptive motivational tendencies, such as mastery 
orientation toward learning. Research identifi es at 
least three ways that parents and families can infl u-
ence student engagement: through (a) parent 
involvement with homework, (b) parenting style, 
and (c) the transmission of educational values. 

   Parent Involvement in Homework 
 The literature on parent involvement in home-
work has been particularly illustrative of the pro-
found infl uence that parents have to enhance as 
well as hinder the development of adaptive moti-
vational beliefs and behaviors. This infl uence is 
not trivial, in light of the fact that students’ sub-
jective experiences while doing homework tend 
to be characterized by negative affect, including 
high apathy and low engagement (Leone & 
Richards,  1989 ; Shernoff & Vandell,  2007  ) . 
Interestingly, this research suggests that the worst 
part of homework for children and adolescents 
may be that it is a solitary activity; affect improves 
considerably as a shared activity with parents or 
peers. Parents who provide assistance with home-
work play a critical role not only in fostering 
learning, but in scaffolding strategies for time 
management and problem-solving. Further, their 
interest in and assistance with homework predicts 
their children’s self-perceptions of competence 
(Grolnick & Slowiaczek,  1994 ; Hoover-Dempsey 
et al.,  2001 ; Pomerantz, Ng, & Wang,  2006  ) . For 
example, Pomerantz and her colleagues examined 
mothers’ mastery-oriented involvement with their 
children’s homework as a function of children’s 
perceptions of competence. Mothers who used 
mastery-oriented techniques to help their 8- to 
12-year-old children with homework (e.g., helped 
them to understand their work, encouraged them 
to solve problems on their own) were particularly 
infl uential in enhancing mastery orientation in 
their children 6 months later. Importantly, these 
mothers’ mastery-oriented practices predicted 
heightened self-perceptions of competence among 
children with initially low self-perceptions of 
ability (Pomerantz et al.,  2006  ) . 

 Parents also create environments for study that 
help students learn to deal with and manage their 
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homework behavior (Epstein & Van Vooris,  2001 ; 
Hong & Lee,  1999 ; Xu & Corno,  1998,   2003  ) . In 
their observation study of parents and their third 
grade children, Xu and Corno  (  1998  )  found that 
parents effectively arranged their children’s 
homework environment by minimizing distrac-
tions, focusing their children on their assign-
ments, and helping to make homework more 
interesting. Children of these parents actively 
engaged in strategies to help them complete their 
work, including preparing a place to work, keep-
ing track of time, and self-monitoring their affect 
by praising themselves. These children, then, 
were able to model adaptive attitudes and behav-
iors that their parents had scaffolded for them. 

 This and other studies demonstrate the extent 
to which homework can be a social experience, in 
which children’s subjective experience is cocon-
structed through interactions with parents. Indeed, 
parents’ attitudes about homework have been 
found to have a direct and positive infl uence on 
their children’s subsequent attitudes and aca-
demic outcomes (Cooper, Lindsay, Nye, & 
Greathouse,  1998 ; Else-Quest, Hyde, & Hejmadi, 
 2008 ; Leone & Richards,  1989  ) . In a recent study, 
Else-Quest and her colleagues videotaped and 
coded mothers’ and their 11-year-old children’s 
affect during a teaching session. The authors 
invoke the notions of emotional contagion 
(unconscious copying of another’s emotions) and 
emotional convergence (wherein members of a 
dyad express the same emotion) to suggest that 
mothers may in fact be able to shape their chil-
dren’s emotions during the homework experience 
by carefully monitoring the emotions they model 
(Else-Quest et al.,  2008  ) . These researchers doc-
umented a variety of positive (e.g., pride, posi-
tive interest, affection) and negative (e.g., 
frustration, distress, tension) emotions and found 
that these were associated with performance. For 
example, positive interest and pride were associ-
ated with higher achievement, while tension was 
linked to poorer performance. 

 The ongoing debate about the infl uence of 
homework on academic achievement has at times 
pitted parents against educators and educators 
against homework researchers (Bempechat, 
 2004  ) . Mixed fi ndings on the extent to which 

homework enhances achievement, especially at 
the elementary school level, have contributed to a 
popular view that its role should be very limited 
(Kohn,  2006 ; Kralovec & Buell,  2001  ) . The 
above body of research makes clear that home-
work can be a powerful vehicle for fostering the 
development of adaptive motivational tendencies. 
When parent involvement with homework is 
warm and supportive, it serves to enhance both 
academic achievement and the development of 
adaptive beliefs about learning.  

   The Infl uence of Parenting Styles 
 Despite the variation that may exist in supportive 
parenting relations, Baumrind’s  (  1971  )  typology 
of parenting styles has fi gured prominently in 
research on children’s psychosocial outcomes. 
Research has found that authoritative parents—
those who effectively set limits and enforce 
appropriate boundaries (i.e., a demandingness 
dimension, in which parents make age-appropri-
ate demands for mature behavior) in the context 
of a caring and communicative relationship 
that supports children’s independence (i.e., a 
responsiveness dimension, in which parents are 
sensitive to, but not indulgent of, children’s 
requests)—promote social competence, espe-
cially in comparison with parents who provide 
only one or neither of the two dimensions 
(Baumrind,  1989  ) . Various problem behaviors 
such as delinquency, drug and alcohol abuse, and 
conformity to antisocial peer pressure are lower 
among youth reared by authoritative parents 
(Lamborn, Brown, Mounts, & Steinberg,  1992 ; 
Steinberg,  1996  ) . There is evidence that parent-
ing that supports school success has similar 
authoritative characteristics—monitoring chil-
dren’s school activities, openly showing affection 
and becoming involved, and encouraging chil-
dren to communicate their point of view. Actively 
participating in school activities and support for 
learning as an end in itself may instill intrinsic 
interest in learning and a tendency to persist in 
academic challenges (Lamborn et al.,  1992  ) . 
Thus, studies have found that children of authori-
tative parents are more engaged in school, spend 
more time in homework, have higher educational 
expectations and GPAs, and are less involved in 



32715 Parental Infl uences on Achievement Motivation and Student Engagement

school deviance than children of nonauthoritative 
parents (Lamborn et al.,  1992 ). 

 More relevant to our own research, other stud-
ies have demonstrated that support and challenge 
experienced from the family is related to intrinsi-
cally motivated interest and fl ow experiences 
during work-related activities specifi cally, as 
measured by the Experience Sampling Method 
(ESM). The family challenge and support dimen-
sions in Rathunde’s  (  1996  )  study of 165 talented 
high school students (aged 14–15 years) some-
what expand on Baumrind’s responsiveness and 
demandingness dimensions in the early years of 
life. Because developmental tasks during adoles-
cence revolve around developing self-identity, 
managing unsupervised time, and directing one’s 
pursuits, family challenge emanates from high 
expectations for doing one’s best and behavioral 
control, and family support is provided by an 
authentic interest in the child, unconditional posi-
tive regard, acceptance/involvement, and auton-
omy granting. The study found that students’ and 
parents’ perceptions along both dimensions were 
corroborative. Moreover, students who reported 
their families to be high on both dimensions 
reported more fl ow experiences during produc-
tive activities. 

 Research suggests that authoritative parenting 
styles are associated with children’s mastery goal 
motivational orientations as a potential mediator 
of positive school outcomes, whereas nonauthori-
tative styles are associated with performance goal 
orientations (Suldo,  2009  ) . Some studies have 
suggested that the effect of parenting styles may 
not operate the same way for all ethnicities. For 
example, the use of physical discipline in child-
hood, generally associated with an authoritarian 
style, predicted more externalizing problems in 
adolescents for European Americans, but fewer 
among African Americans (Lansford, Deater-
Deckard, Dodge, Bates, & Petit,  2004  ) . However, 
this study did not examine parenting styles per se. 
Larger-scale research on parenting styles in ado-
lescence, such as Steinberg, Mounts, Lamborn, 
and Dornbusch’s  (  1991  )  study of 10,000 high 
school students, has found that positive correlates 
of authoritative parenting (i.e., higher grades and 
self-reliance, and less psychological stress and 

delinquency) transcended ethnicity, socioeco-
nomic status, and family structure. 

 Mandara’s research has shed some light on the 
inconsistent fi ndings associated with ethnicity and 
parenting style (Mandara & Murray,  2002  ) . In a 
recent study of African American parents and their 
15-year-old children, he identifi ed three styles of 
parenting that were similar to Baumrind’s typol-
ogy. Important differences set African American 
authoritative parents apart from their European 
American counterparts. For example, African 
American authoritative parents were found to be 
more exacting of their children and gave in less to 
their demands. From a European American per-
spective, this might be considered a sign of 
authoritarian parenting, yet this qualitatively dif-
ferent kind of authoritative parenting was associ-
ated with positive academic and social outcomes 
(Gorman-Smith, Tolan, Henry, & Florsheim, 
 2000 ; Taylor, Hinton, & Wilson,  1995  ) . 

 Parenting styles are further infl uenced by 
social contexts. Recent research has demonstrated 
a positive association between residence in high-
poverty neighborhoods and diminished parental 
warmth, increased control, and harsh discipline 
(Pinderhughes, Nix, Foster, & Jones,  2001 ; 
Tendulkar, Buka, Dunn, Subramanain, & Koenen, 
 2010 ; Zhang & Anderson,  2010  ) . The stresses 
associated with living in communities character-
ized by violence, limited social resources, in 
addition to concerns for children’s safety may 
undermine parents’ ability to engage in more 
positive parenting (Pinderhughes et al.,  2001  ) . 
Together, these fi ndings underscore the extent to 
which researchers need to understand parenting 
and educational socialization in cultural, ethnic, 
and social contexts.  

   The Transmission of Educational Values 
 As children progress through the school years, 
their interactions with schools and other contexts 
within the microsystem and mesosystem provide 
the basis for more stable, enduring educational 
attitudes and dispositions. While manifesting in a 
variety of ways, parents’ own educational atti-
tudes and beliefs may be the major infl uence 
on the educational attitudes that their children 
gradually adopt. Messages of educational values 
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are often communicated more implicitly than 
explicitly. For example, if parents do not take 
advantage of opportunities to become involved 
with the child’s schooling, even if they say that 
school is important, children may get the mes-
sage that their parents do not have the time for 
school and conclude that they do not, either. 
Similarly, when parents support their children’s 
opinions and encourage self-expression in an 
affi rming and noncontingent manner, their chil-
dren are more likely to express their beliefs and 
act in an autonomous and self-regulating manner 
important for success in school. Providing strong 
research evidence for this viewpoint, Jeynes 
 (  2010  )  conducted a series of meta-analyses of par-
ent involvement research which showed that par-
ent expectations, communicated through parental 
sacrifi ce, low stress communication, and a shared 
valuing of education, were more powerful in pre-
dicting academic outcomes than open communi-
cation, in which parents and children freely 
express themselves without fear of retribution. 

 Grolnick and her colleagues (Grolnick & 
Slowiaczek,  1994  )  also found evidence for the 
indirect infl uence of parent involvement on stu-
dent achievement through motivational factors. 
Grolnick and Ryan  (  1989  )  found that youth 
whose parents were both autonomy supportive 
and involved in their schoolwork (i.e., talked 
with them about school and helped them with 
challenges) internalized the value of doing well 
in school, as demonstrated by regularly complet-
ing homework, enjoying their schoolwork, and 
doing their best to succeed. With greater internal-
ization of their parents’ educational values also 
came higher achievement and better psychologi-
cal adjustment. Thus, parents who are present at 
school meetings or events may be communicat-
ing its importance to children and also modeling 
ways to deal with questions or concerns. As a 
result, children also come to view schooling as 
within their realm of control. Similarly, parents 
who are involved intellectually, by reading to 
their children or helping with homework, may 
foster beliefs that these are manageable and con-
trollable tasks. 

 Studies of mentoring have likewise shown that 
a mentor’s tacit values and practices leading 

toward high-quality work within a profession 
were found to become absorbed by multiple sub-
sequent generations of mentees in the context of 
supportive relationships (Nakamura & Shernoff, 
 2009  ) . Values that get transmitted from one gen-
eration to the next can be conceptualized as 
memes, the cultural units of intergenerational 
inheritance, as an analogue to genes. In the case 
of mentoring and apprenticeship within profes-
sions, the tacit transmission of values and prac-
tices appears to be one way in which professions 
are maintained and evolve. Similarly, cultural 
values transmitted from parents to children may 
be an important mechanism for the evolution and 
maintenance of culture itself, speaking to the 
potential interaction of parental infl uences with 
the macrosystem. 

 Social class in particular has been found to 
interact with parental involvement. In research 
with elementary school–aged children and their 
parents, Grolnick and Slowiaczek  (  1994  )  catego-
rized types of parental involvement: overt behav-
ior (going to parent-teacher and other school 
events), personal involvement (demonstrating 
that the parent enjoys the child’s school and inter-
actions with school personnel), and cognitive/
intellectual involvement (providing intellectual 
resources and help with schoolwork). These 
dimensions of involvement were differentially 
associated with social class. Specifi cally, cogni-
tive/intellectual involvement tended to be more 
characteristic of parents with higher levels of 
education. However, parent education was unre-
lated to behavioral involvement. This supports 
the notion that low-income, less educated parents 
are indeed involved in their children’s education, 
albeit in different ways. This involvement is no 
less important in conveying to children that their 
parents care about their schooling and value their 
education.    

   Parental Involvement 
and the Building of Social Capital 

 The importance of parent involvement is well 
illustrated through the construct of social capital, 
the notion that individuals have at their disposal 
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cultural resources they can access through their 
social networks (Bourdieu,  1985  ) . Parent networks 
operate as a form of social capital in which indi-
viduals share tangible (books, educational vid-
eos) and intangible (knowledge about the college 
application process) resources to enhance their 
children’s learning (Lareau,  2000  ) . A body of 
ethnographic research has emerged to show that 
parents’ means of creating and accessing social 
capital varies as a function of both social class 
and ethnicity (e.g., Delgado-Gaitan,  1994 ; Horvat, 
Weininger, & Lareau,  2003  ) . Lareau’s infl uential 
work underscores the power of social class in how 
parents build and use social networks to enhance 
their children’s educational experiences (Lareau, 
 2002  ) . Her early work on working- and middle-
class European American parents of fi rst graders 
showed how parental involvement practices are 
determined by social class, in spite of similarly 
active and supportive attempts on the part of teach-
ers to enlist parental involvement, and the deep 
value that both working- and middle-class parents 
placed on education (Lareau,  1987  ) . 

 Relative to their middle-class peers, working-
class parents were less involved in fostering 
learning at home, less knowledgeable about their 
children’s classroom and school lives, initiated 
less contact with teachers, and largely limited the 
content of their interactions to nonacademic 
issues such as the length of the lunch period. 
These parents believed that their own limited 
education rendered them less able to help their 
children with schoolwork, and therefore turned 
the responsibility of teaching to their children’s 
teachers. In contrast, middle-class parents, often 
as well or better educated than the teachers, per-
ceived their children’s school progress as a part-
nership between themselves and their children’s 
teachers. They initiated contact with teachers, 
participated in school events, were keenly aware 
of classroom dynamics and curricular issues, and 
felt empowered to voice concerns. Importantly, 
their social networks revolved around their chil-
dren’s friends’ families, with the result that they 
benefi ted from a greater number of sources of 
information about their children’s school and 
education. In contrast, working-class parents’ 
social networks revolved around their extended 

families, resulting in less exposure to key infor-
mation about school and schooling 

 In a later ethnography extended to include 
low-income, working-class, and middle-income 
African American families, social class was again 
the primary determinant of differences in educa-
tional socialization, whereas there was no effect 
of race/ethnicity (Lareau,  2002  ) . Middle-class 
parents adopted efforts characterized by “con-
certed cultivation” to enhance their children’s 
intellectual and social development (e.g., enroll-
ment in extracurricular activities, use of reason-
ing as a means of socialization). By virtue of their 
parents’ efforts, the middle-class children came 
to view themselves as both talented and entitled. 
Greater involvement in organized activities fur-
ther extended middle-class parents’ social net-
works by exposing them to similarly well-educated 
and connected adults while at the same time lim-
iting their exposure to extended family. 

 In contrast, low-income parents of both 
European American and African American  
groups socialized their children toward the 
“accomplishment of natural growth” by structur-
ing their children’s lives around more spontane-
ous events, such as family gatherings. This pattern 
of kinship ties clearly had its own advantages, but 
resulted in a social network composed of few 
professionals and more limited in its understand-
ing of how to negotiate the school system. This 
limitation was observed to hinder poor and work-
ing-class parents’ attempts at school to intervene 
on behalf of their children. Middle-class parents 
were found to mobilize their social network in 
order to customize their children’s curriculum 
(e.g., secure placement in special education or a 
gifted program), while low-income and working-
class parents largely operated individually to try 
to bring about curricular change or contest a 
school policy (Horvat et al.,  2003  ) . 

 Ogbu’s contribution to the discourse on social 
capital and race continues to be controversial but 
nonetheless important. Ogbu’s  (  2003  )  study of 
the achievement gap at Shaker Heights High 
School revealed that the advantages associated 
with middle-class status did not serve to inocu-
late African American students from lower than 
average performance, as measured by GPA and 
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SAT scores. Ogbu’s ethnographic study showed 
that many of the middle-class African American 
parents, professionals in most cases, embraced a 
model of learning more closely tied with the 
working-class parents. That is, while they all 
noted that effort is essential to school success, 
they believed it was largely the school’s responsi-
bility to ensure student success. These middle-
class parents were minimally involved at school, 
attending few meetings or events, even when 
these were targeted toward improving their chil-
dren’s school performance. At home, parents did 
not effectively monitor homework, guide the 
development of organizational skills, or foster 
self-effi cacy beliefs. From a social capital per-
spective, this fi nding is puzzling, since these par-
ents’ social networks included professionals like 
themselves. Yet as Mandara and colleagues (e.g., 
Mandara, Varner, Greene, & Richman,  2009  )  
suggest, it is important to consider that many of 
the African American parents were fi rst-genera-
tion professionals. They did not come from mid-
dle-class, high-achieving families whose parents 
would have understood what it takes to do well in 
school. Thus, the Shaker Heights parents may not 
have had the benefi t of observing, experiencing, 
and learning from parenting practices that foster 
high achievement. 

 Research on parents’ social networks has 
begun to consider how culture and ethnicity, in 
conjunction with social class, may explain stu-
dents’ academic achievement. This work presents 
a challenge, both to “defi cit model” approaches 
to ethnic underachievement and to the premium 
placed on higher SES in social capital explana-
tions of achievement. A variety of survey, ethno-
graphic, and qualitative studies of Latino students 
and their families have converged to show that, 
contrary to popular stereotypes, Latino parents 
care deeply about their children’s learning 
(Delgado-Gaitan,  1992 ; Gandara,  1995 ; Golden-
berg & Gallimore,  1995 ; Valenzuela,  1999 ; 
Valenzuela & Dornbusch,  1994  )  and operate to 
socialize their children for learning within diverse 
cultural models. For example, parents within six 
Mexican American low-income immigrant fami-
lies were found to support their children’s school-
ing and conveyed the importance of education in 
a variety of ways (Delgado-Gaitan). At home, 

they provided a regular place for homework com-
pletion, rewarded good grades, and adhered to 
strict rules, such as those around homework com-
pletion and bedtime hour. For these families, the 
meaning of education— educación —went beyond 
individual achievement to include social behav-
ior inherent to the concept of “buen educado,” 
including respect and compliance (see also Reese, 
Balzano, Gallimore, & Goldenberg,  1995  ) . 

 Similarly, researchers within the funds of 
knowledge framework (see Moll, Amanti, Neff, 
& Gonzalez,  1992  )  argue that culturally-based 
and historically accumulated resources and 
knowledge about education are powerful motiva-
tors of school achievement. An illustration of this 
comes from Espinoza-Herold’s  (  2007  )  recent 
case study of a young Mexican American immi-
grant woman pursuing her doctorate. Her persis-
tence in face of sometimes considerable odds, 
including a serious car accident, was made pos-
sible in large part by the support and encourage-
ment of her mother, who communicated her value 
on education, belief in education, and the impor-
tance of future orientation through cultural folk 
tales and sayings. 

 Li and her colleagues recently demonstrated 
the primacy of culture in the creation and use of 
social networks among low-income Chinese 
American families (Li, Holloway, Bempechat, & 
Loh,  2008  ) . Individual interviews with ninth 
graders revealed that their relatively high level of 
achievement (mean GPA of 3.27) was attained 
with little practical assistance from parents. 
Instead, students described parents as engaging 
in three strategies that supported their learning. 
First, they had identifi ed and designated at least 
one person in the home or extended family (older 
sibling, relative)—an “ anchor helper ”—to be 
charged with guiding the student’s school prog-
ress and providing tutoring. Second, according to 
students, their parents tried to motivate them by 
invoking  good learning models —an exemplary 
individual(s) in the home or community whom 
they urged their children to emulate. Finally, stu-
dents reported that their parents enlisted the  long 
reach of kin —family members who were invited 
or obliged to be involved in their schooling, but 
who also willingly became involved by staying 
current about their progress in school.  
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   Programs Modeling Parental 
Involvement and Home-School 
Partnerships 

 Perceptions of warmth, care, and support have 
emerged as critical factors in students’ engage-
ment in school. It should not be surprising, then, 
to fi nd that these qualities are essential for the 
development of home-school partnerships that 
also draw on community resources. Prominent 
partnership models around the nation have dem-
onstrated ways in which expressions of support 
for parents (and children) lead to more engaged 
parents, who are then able to successfully engage 
their children in learning. The importance of an 
atmosphere of warmth, care, and respect is evi-
dent in James Comer’s School Development 
Program, Geoffrey Canada’s Harlem Children’s 
Zone project, and effective Catholic schools, 
three highly respected and successful initiatives 
modeling the importance of parental involvement 
and home-school partnerships. School-based 
family centers and quality after-school programs 
have also effectively modeled the building of 
social capital through networking with family, 
neighborhood, and community resources. 

   Comer’s School Development Program 
and the Harlem Children’s Zone Project 

 Comer’s School Development Program (SDP, 
Comer,  2005  )  has been operating in the New 
Haven public schools since 1968 and has since 
been replicated around the nation. Through a 
mesosystemic approach, the SDP is a compre-
hensive home-school-community partnership 
that operates according to three guiding princi-
ples—“no fault” problem-solving, decision mak-
ing through consensus, and collaboration across 
the school’s constituencies. Schools are orga-
nized around three primary teams or structures. 
The School Planning and Management Team is 
composed of administrators, teachers, support 
staff, and parents charged with developing a 
vision for the school’s academic and social goals 
for its students and is responsible for the overall 
operations of the school. 

 The Student and Staff Support Team is com-
posed of the school’s principal and staff members 
trained in mental health, charged with developing 
prevention programs and coordinating student 
services so that students’ needs can be addressed 
in the most optimal ways. Finally, the Parent 
Team operates to support the school’s social and 
academic goals and programs. Multimethod 
analyses have revealed a variety of positive short-
term and long-term outcomes of SDP students as 
compared to non-SDP students attributable to the 
welcoming school climate, including improved 
self-concept, higher achievement, improved 
attendance, and higher high school graduation 
rates (Comer,  2005 ; Haynes, Emmons, Gebreye-
sus, & Ben-Avie,  1996  ) . 

 More recently, the Harlem Children’s Zone 
(HCZ) project, initiated in 1997 by educator 
Geoffrey Canada, has received increasing atten-
tion from educators and public policy makers. The 
HCZ is a community-based approach dedicated to 
reversing the negative effects of poverty on aca-
demic and psychosocial development. Its two 
guiding principles are that the participation of a 
critical mass of adults, trained in and oriented 
around healthy child development, can reverse the 
deleterious effects of poverty and that early and 
ongoing intervention is needed to ensure success. 
The initial success of this model based on the orig-
inally targeted 24-block area prompted a 10-year 
initiative to expand to 100 blocks starting in 2004. 
At its core, the HCZ is a comprehensive program 
of social services embedded within the commu-
nity and oriented around serving the needs of fam-
ilies with children from in utero through 18 years 
of age and beyond. These community investment 
services include year-round after-school programs 
that include parent education components for 
expectant parents of infants, called Baby College; 
Promise Academy charter schools (with longer 
school days than the New York City public 
schools); college preparatory and employment 
centers; and a College Success Offi ce to support 
college students’ academic and psychosocial 
needs. Beyond the academic and intellectual 
activities, community members have access to a 
variety of family, community, and health pro-
grams, such as foster care prevention, obesity pre-
vention, housing advocacy, and legal services. 
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 The core of the Promise Academy schools, 
into which students gain access by lottery, is the 
Academic Case Management system (ACM), a 
holistic orientation toward youth development in 
which each student from middle school through 
college is assigned a student advocate. This indi-
vidual is charged with working collaboratively 
with students and the adults in their lives (primar-
ily parents and teachers) to develop goals and 
action plans that will enhance academic, social, 
and personal growth across the life span. These 
goals and plans are regularly reviewed, assessed, 
and modifi ed as necessary in order to keep stu-
dents on track toward success and provide support 
services, particularly at critical transition points, 
such as the move from high school to college. 

 A recent evaluation of the impact of the HCZ 
project revealed that students had made signifi -
cant gains in math and English language arts, 
either eliminating or signifi cantly reducing black-
white achievement gap (Dobbie & Fryer,  2009  ) . 
For example, after 3 years in the Promise Academy 
middle schools, students closed the black-white 
achievement gap in math, actually outperforming 
the average European American New York stu-
dent. Relative to peers who did not win admit-
tance to Promise Academy schools, enrolled 
students recorded lower absenteeism and higher 
rates of high school graduation. These gains were 
attributed to a combination of both high-quality 
schools and investments that had been made in 
the community. However, the latter alone could 
not account for the remarkable academic gains 
achieved by the students. The success of the HCZ 
project has garnered much public policy support, 
with President Obama having recently set aside 
$10 million to replicate the HCZ model in 20 
high-poverty urban areas (Shulman,  2009  ) .  

   School-Based Family Centers 

 In response to the challenge posed by decreased 
family involvement at the secondary level, Mapp 
et al.  (  2008  )  conducted an ethnographic investi-
gation spotlighting eight family centers in several 
low-income urban communities. Each family 
center enjoyed a designated space in the high 

school, staffed by community insiders, and 
designed to engage family members in activities 
that foster student achievement. These included 
programs and workshops to build and sustain 
home-school bonds, programs for parents’ own 
educational enhancement, and workshops to 
enhance parents’ social capital by explaining, for 
example, how to negotiate the curriculum and 
understand the meaning, uses, and outcomes of 
standardized tests. Successful family centers wit-
nessed improved attendance, academic perfor-
mance, graduation rates, and college acceptance. 

 Mapp et al.’s observations and interviews with 
key stakeholders (students, parents and family 
members, teachers, administrators, staff mem-
bers, and community members) revealed that 
these successful partnerships were maintained by 
a “joining process” in which schools were con-
nected with families in different ways that wel-
comed, honored, and validated family members 
for their contributions to their children’s learning. 
Successful family centers were characterized by 
three qualities: (1) a strong infrastructure, in 
which stakeholders shared a common vision and 
were supported by the principal; (2) skilled staff 
who could serve as “cultural brokers” connecting 
family and school; and (3) responsive program-
ming, designed to meet parents’ needs and 
enhance their parenting effi cacy. These charac-
teristics lead to a “zone of community” wherein 
parents perceived an atmosphere of mutual 
respect, allowing four positive outcomes to fl our-
ish: (1) stronger and more trusting relationships 
between adults, born of mutual respect; (2) par-
ents’ increased perceptions of themselves as 
active and effective participants in their chil-
dren’s learning; (3) the sense among students that 
teachers and administrators cared for them as 
individuals, resulting in a stronger trusting rela-
tionship; and (4) the development of greater con-
fi dence and self-effi cacy on the part of students.  

   Embracing the Home-School 
Partnership: Catholic Schools 

 Academic achievement among low-income urban 
Catholic school students has been an enduring 
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topic of interest and research since 1980s 
(Coleman, Hoffer, & Kilgore,  1982  ) . Research 
has consistently demonstrated that, relative to 
their peers, poor and ethnic minority students in 
Catholic high schools attain greater levels of pro-
fi ciency, as measured by an array of objective 
indicators, including participation in upper track 
courses, higher GPAs and SAT scores, greater 
rates of high school graduation and college atten-
dance, and admittance to more selective colleges 
(Altonji, Elder, & Taber,  2005 ; Bryk, Lee, & 
Holland,  1993 ; Carbonaro,  2003 ; Eide, Goldhaber, 
& Showalter,  2004 ; Ellison & Hallinan,  2004 ; 
Morgan,  2001 ; Sander & Krautman,  1995  ) . One 
exception to this pattern emerged in a recent 
analysis of National Assessment of Educational 
Progress (NAEP) data. This study confi rmed that 
overall, Catholic school fourth and eighth graders 
outperformed their public school peers in mathe-
matics (Lubienski, Lubienski, & Crane,  2008  ) . 
However, unlike other research, this school-type 
advantage disappeared when the authors con-
trolled for variables such as social class, teacher 
certifi cation, and reform-driven instructional 
practices. Through complex statistical modeling, 
these researchers showed that public school stu-
dents outperformed their Catholic school peers in 
math achievement. It is important to note that this 
study focused on one narrow outcome measure—
math achievement—and relied on statistical 
assumptions (i.e., linearity) that may not have 
been met. In any case, these fi ndings suggest that 
further research on a variety of achievement out-
comes in different types of schools is warranted. 

 The generally higher achievement of Catholic 
high school students has been attributed in part to 
the perception of the school as a communal orga-
nization in which all stakeholders share a com-
mon vision—to prepare students for postsecondary 
education through high expectations and rigorous 
curricula. In their mixed methods study of urban 
Catholic high schools, Bryk and his colleagues 
 (  1993  )  described the relationship between par-
ents and schools as fi ducial, founded in an abid-
ing sense of mutual trust. Many low-income 
parents, with low levels of education, trust the 
schools to operate in their children’s best educa-
tional interests. In return, these schools expect 

parents to support their children’s learning by 
seeing them, as Epstein  (  1995  )  would argue, as 
students. Because of this, Catholic schools are 
perceived to foster greater parent participation 
and more involvement at home (Bauch & 
Goldring,  1995  ) . In the pursuit of their shared 
vision, parents, teachers, and administrators serve 
as a social network, which fosters greater cohe-
siveness between home and school. Indeed, 
norms for parent participation appear to be clearly 
communicated. 

 For example, research has found that parents 
in Catholic as compared to public schools are 
more likely to initiate contact with schools and 
adhere to rules at home. They are also more likely 
to perceive that they were on the receiving end of 
clearly communicated messages from their chil-
dren’s school, to feel more welcomed when they 
contact the school, and to perceive that the school 
is more responsive to their needs (Bauch & 
Goldring,  1995  ) . Students similarly report an 
atmosphere of warmth and care in which teachers 
take a genuine interest not only in their students, 
but in their students’ families as well. Indeed, stu-
dents describe their schools as “feeling like a 
family,” which ironically means that parents also 
trust teachers and administrators to see their chil-
dren not only as students but also as children 
(Bempechat, Boulay, Piergross, & Wenk,  2008  ) . 
Critics might argue that self-selection might be 
more implicated than other factors in the achieve-
ment of urban Catholic schools’ students. Issues 
of self-selection aside (see Bempechat et al., 
 2008  ) , research suggests that Catholic schools 
are emblematic of Christenson and Sheridan’s 
 (  2001  )  mesosystemic 4 A’s model of parent 
engagement.  

   Out-of-School Time Programs 

 Developmental psychologists have taken a keen 
interest in out-of-school time because structured 
and supervised after-school and extracurricular 
activities can help children and adolescents nego-
tiate salient developmental tasks (Mahoney, 
Larson, & Eccles,  2005  ) . Organized after-school 
programs, in particular, can be a unique context 
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for supporting positive youth development 
(Lerner, Lerner, Phelps, & colleagues,  2008  ) . 
Other than helping youth to develop talents in 
skill-building activities like sports, art, music, 
community projects, and special-interest academic 
pursuits, one reason programs are so developmen-
tally supportive is that they can foster enhanced 
relations between peers and adults (Durlak & 
Weissberg,  2007 ; Eccles & Gootman,  2002  )  and 
improved social competence among participants 
(Mahoney, Parente, & Lord,  2007  ) . For example, 
youths have reported learning cooperation and 
teamwork (Hansen, Larson, & Dworkin,  2003 ; 
Jarrett,  1998 ; Rogoff, Baker-Sennett, Lacasa, & 
Goldsmith,  1995  )  and experiencing increased 
empathy and understanding essential to perspec-
tive taking (Dworkin, Larson, & Hansen,  2003  ) . 

 Some researchers have also cited social net-
working within the community and the building 
of social capital as a primary reason for the effec-
tiveness of evidence-based programs. For exam-
ple, in her studies of Los Angeles’ BEST After 
School Enrichment Program (  http://www.lasbest.
org/    ), Huang and colleagues (Huang, Coordt, 
et al.,  2009 ; Huang, Miyoshi, et al.,  2009  )  not 
only found evidence for increased engagement 
with schooling and other educational outcomes 
among participants of the BEST programs, but 
described the overall effectiveness of the program 
in terms of building social, intellectual, and orga-
nizational capital among a network of partici-
pants and stakeholders. Parental involvement is a 
large part of the networking and building of social 
capital. Parents of the participants in the BEST 
program saw program staff not only as providing 
a caring and safe environment, but also as acces-
sible liaisons between themselves and the school. 
Site coordinators and other staff became a bridge 
between parents and the school fostering trust 
and open communication. Los Angeles’s BEST 
program has a high proportion of Latino and 
Spanish-speaking participants, many of whom 
live in low-income neighborhoods. The liaison or 
“cultural broker” role between families and the 
school is particularly important for such families 
because the staff help to translate Spanish and 
English, reducing the language barrier and thus 
providing families with increased social capital 

(i.e., access to school resources) and voice within 
the community. The programs not only provide a 
safe haven from violent crime and poverty in 
which valuable skills and resiliency are modeled, 
but also provide a broad network of partnerships 
with resources throughout the city such as muse-
ums and park districts. Because building collab-
orative, cooperative, and trusting relationships is 
the norm throughout the organization by virtue of 
its central philosophy, staff members understand 
implicitly the importance and value of involving 
families. The program’s ability to leverage social 
and community capital and increase parental 
involvement was found to be a primary factor in 
its overall effectiveness.   

   Discussion 

 As we have seen, Bronfenbrenner’s ecological 
systems theory is an especially useful lens, one 
that has enhanced our understanding of parents’ 
roles in fostering student motivation and engage-
ment. Several effective programs that we have 
presented demonstrate the extent to which inter-
actions between the proximal (micro- and meso-
systems) and distal (exo- and macrosystems) 
spheres of infl uences are dynamic and ever evolv-
ing in order to meet the varied and changing 
needs of children and families. This greater 
understanding has allowed researchers and prac-
titioners to design family-centered and culturally 
sensitive programs that operate from a strength-
based perspective. 

 The central message underlying the consider-
able body of research that we have reviewed is 
that affective and instrumental relational support 
across contexts is essential to student motivation 
and engagement. Perceptions of general accep-
tance, respect for and interest in students as indi-
viduals, and expressions of warmth and care are 
critical to well-being and essential in students’ 
motivation to learn and expressions of engage-
ment with schooling. This includes pragmatic 
assistance (e.g., shepherding students through the 
college application process) that adults such as 
teachers and mentors can provide to enable stu-
dents to meet their goals. Importantly, research 

http://www.lasbest.org/
http://www.lasbest.org/


33515 Parental Infl uences on Achievement Motivation and Student Engagement

has demonstrated the extent to which relational 
support is vital as well to those individuals and 
entities that serve students. The programs initi-
ated by Comer, Canada, and Mapp illustrate that 
respect for the various ways in which parents 
socialize their children for schooling creates a 
foundation of trust upon which strong parent-
school connections can be forged. Systemically, 
administrative support for programs and individ-
uals who work with students and their families 
(e.g., dedicated physical space) further signals 
the valuing of everyone’s efforts—teachers, 
counselors, and mentors—in supporting student 
achievement. These elements of relational sup-
port serve as sources of guidance and represent 
protective factors that can help initiate, maintain, 
and reengage students’ adaptive beliefs about 
learning and engagement in school. 

 Regrettably, public schooling in the USA is 
fraught with diffi culties that challenge even the 
best teachers and administrators. The pressures 
inherent in high-stakes testing, pressures from the 
charter school movement, and ongoing school 
reform efforts may make it a great challenge for 
many educators to adopt and sustain partnerships 
with their students’ families and communities. 
For one, it is diffi cult to create the ideal condi-
tions and time for supportive relationships, 
engagement, and learning for students when they 
do not exist for teachers. Furthermore, teachers 
cannot be effective in providing support when 
they hold defi cit-driven models of students, fami-
lies, and communities (Ramirez,  2003  ) . More 
generally, teachers, families, and schools as rep-
resented in Epstein’s three circles cannot work 
together in a mutually supportive fashion if they 
do not understand each other. The research evi-
dence and models of effective programming we 
have reviewed suggests that larger collaborative 
networks of schools, families, community organi-
zations, and public institutions can provide for the 
nurturing and supportive socialization of youth, 
promoting engagement beyond what may be 
achieved by a single individual teacher or parent. 

 A variety of observers have concluded that 
school reform or transformation cannot be sus-
tained in the long term without robust participa-
tion from the community (Schutz,  2006  ) . 

However, educators and scholars often hold lim-
ited visions of school-community partnerships. 
This is especially the case for school-based 
 models putting most of the responsibility for 
including the community on the school, because 
the efforts of even the best-intentioned schools to 
facilitate community involvement can be impeded 
by bureaucratic immobility and lack of resources. 
A review of some of the most infl uential efforts to 
foster engagement between inner city schools 
and low-income neighborhoods reveals that some 
of the most promising models, such as Comer’s 
School Development Program and the Harlem 
Children’s Zone project, have emerged from 
the community (Schutz,  2006 ). Models like these 
can also suggest to educators how parents become 
involved in partnerships when trust is not already 
in place as it is in the case of many Catholic 
schools—for example, by offering adult educa-
tion classes and other resources that entice par-
ents to become involved. Realistically, most 
schools and school districts are unlikely to be on 
the receiving end of the kinds of fi nancial 
resources enjoyed by programs such as Comer’s 
and Canada’s. Yet as the research described above 
suggests, strong leadership and buy-in from 
teachers and other members of the school com-
munity can serve to launch and sustain strong 
home-school partnerships. 

   Implications and Future Directions 
for Research 

 Recently, and perhaps because our understanding 
of achievement goals has advanced so far, 
researchers have noted that an overreliance on 
experimental and survey methods may limit our 
understanding of the complex nature of achieve-
ment goals (Dowson & McInerney,  2001 ; Kaplan 
& Maehr,  2007  ) . For example, experimental set-
tings can bear little resemblance to the complex 
nature of classroom learning (Urdan & Turner, 
 2005  ) . As Dowson and McInerney have also 
pointed out, the deductive approach to studying 
students’ achievement goal orientations involves 
making a priori assumptions about the presence 
of certain achievement goals and then using 
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quantitative, decontextualized measures to test 
these assumptions. Furthermore, there may be a 
variety of ways children construct meaning and 
form goals from their everyday educational expe-
riences (Bempechat & Boulay,  2001  ) . In particu-
lar, students who differ in social class, culture 
and ethnicity, and educational experiences may 
interpret survey or questionnaire items about 
their achievement goals differentially, further 
limiting our understanding. 

 Researchers in achievement motivation have 
therefore recognized the need to integrate quali-
tative methods in their investigations of students’ 
and parents’ learning beliefs. Indeed, we have 
seen the extent to which ethnographic research 
has enhanced our understanding of meaning mak-
ing among ethnic and racial minority children 
and parents. The works of Gandara  (  1995  ) , 
Goldenberg and colleagues (Goldenberg & 
Gallimore,  1995  ) , Valenzuela  (  1999  ) , and 
Delgado-Gaitan  (  1994  )  illustrate the value inher-
ent in understanding the underlying cultural 
meanings of words and expressions that are meant 
to encourage and motivate students. For example, 
as mentioned earlier, Delgado-Gaitan’s  (  1992  )  
ethnographic study of six Mexican American 
low-income immigrant families found that par-
ents supported their children’s schooling and con-
veyed the importance of education in a variety of 
ways. In addition, their reliance on “consejos,” 
culturally based nurturing advice, to help their 
children through diffi cult school-related issues, 
was itself a form of social capital, the sense that 
parents provided caring advice that allowed their 
children to successfully navigate the teacher’s 
classroom rules (Delgado-Gaitan,  1994  ) . For 
example, one mother responded to the teacher’s 
concern about her child’s inattentiveness by 
encouraging her child to view the teacher as a 
second mother, an individual to whom he had to 
pay attention. 

 Despite the knowledge gleaned from research 
that has examined differences between ethnic 
groups, researchers and educators must be wary 
about adopting stereotypic views of “Latino” 
or “African American” or “Chinese American” 
parents’ educational socialization practices. 
While cultural beliefs may indeed guide parenting 

styles, it is important to recognize that within 
 cultures and ethnicities, there exists variation in 
how individuals interpret cultural beliefs.  

   Engaging Students, Families, 
and Communities 

 In moving away from a defi cit perspective to 
a strength-building approach, research and 
 theory in achievement motivation and student 
engagement have expanded and deepened our 
understanding of how some low-income or 
minority children may succeed against the odds. 
Engagement and motivation appear to be strong 
mediators of resiliency to thrive in school as well 
as life in general. Superior engagement in skill-
building tasks and an adaptive motivational ori-
entation to succeed in school are often based in 
strong values for education and learning. Those 
values are neither created nor maintained in a 
vacuum, however. Parents, guardians, and teach-
ers are perhaps the best poised to foster the moti-
vation and engagement of children, with the 
potential to make a long-lasting infl uence, since 
they may have the most intimate understanding 
of their needs and potentialities. The most suc-
cessful models converge to reveal that healthy 
patterns of engagement and motivation are fos-
tered in supportive networks including students, 
teachers, parents, and community members who 
share a mutual interest and commitment in the 
future welfare of youth.       
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   It is Multicultural Night at Center School, and 
students are presenting to teachers, parents, and class-
mates the creative projects they have completed 
that celebrate their own cultural backgrounds. In 
Ms. Jones’ 6th grade class, it is Maria’s turn to 
present her project. Maria, whose family is from 
Ecuador, has spent weeks working on her presen-
tation. She begins by talking about the upcoming 
holiday, El Día de los Muertos. “On this day,” she 
says “we gather and pray for and remember friends 
and family members who have passed away.” 
Maria glances over at her mother who is sitting in 
the back of the classroom, smiling, as Maria talks 
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  Abstract 

 Homes make key contributions to children’s achievement. Parents are 
salient facilitators of engagement, and schools, through their active col-
laboration with families, can help caregivers create home environments 
that promote academic success. Engagement, from a Self-determination 
Theory (SDT) framework, is the outward manifestation of motivation and 
occurs most readily in contexts that satisfy children’s needs for related-
ness, autonomy, and competence. We review the substantial literature 
pointing to three corresponding parent variables, involvement, autonomy 
support, and structure that contribute to motivation and thereby engage-
ment. We then consider the role of schools in promoting facilitative par-
enting. Research identifi es barriers to involving families as well as 
sociodemographic and school structural variables that predict parent par-
ticipation in children’s learning. Emerging work also highlights the effi -
cacy of system-wide interventions to develop school-family partnerships 
wherein educators and parents work together toward enhancing student 
success. Suggestions for future directions include developing interven-
tions that target parent autonomy support and structure and conducting 
research that embraces the bidirectional and transactional nature of home 
and school infl uences on student engagement.    
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about the deep-rooted traditions and meaning 
behind the holiday. Maria gives her mother a nod 
and continues, “And on El Día de los Muertos, we 
eat colada morado, a spiced fruit porridge that is 
purple! My mother and I made some last night and 
she will pass out samples for you all to try.” Maria’s 
classmates giggle with anticipation to try the bright 
purple porridge. After passing out all the samples, 
Maria’s mother joins Maria at the front of the 
classroom. Together, they look out onto the audi-
ence of teachers, parents and students, and can 
only laugh as a chorus of “yum!” fi lls the room. 
“How did you get this to be such a deep purple?” 
Maria’s teacher eagerly asks. Maria looks at her 
mother and whispers, “Should we tell them our 
secret family recipe?” Maria’s mother smiles and 
gives an approving nod, and together, they take 
turns sharing the recipe that has been in their fam-
ily for more than six generations. And when they 
are done, the audience roars in applause and Maria 
feels a sense of satisfaction and pleasure that she 
has shared a piece of her culture with others.   

 There are a number of things going on in Ms. 
Jones’ classroom on Multicultural Night. First, 
the students are engaged in the presentations—
they are enthusiastically asking and answering 
questions of one another, intensely and atten-
tively listening to their peers, and expressing a 
genuine desire to understand differences in the 
world. They seem to be enjoying one another’s 
projects and are having fun learning about other 
cultures. 

 And if we take a step back, we can see that 
there is even more going on in this classroom. 
There are parents who, too, are involved in the 
presentations. They are not only members of the 
audience, but active participants, presenting 
right alongside their children. Further, it is the 
parents who envisioned this night from the start. 
They recognized that there was immense diver-
sity in their school community that should be 
celebrated. And so, these parents created and 
organized this night devoted to honoring and 
appreciating difference. And then there are the 
teachers. Sitting among the students and parents, 
these educators are teaching, yet are also learn-
ing from the families about the diversity of 
experience. 

 This night, as successful as it has been, did not 
happen by accident. Instead, it was an active 

effort by the school and its families to work 
together, based on a mutual interest and shared 
responsibility for children’s learning. Involving 
families in this event recognizes the importance 
of parents in children developing the attitudes 
and motives necessary for success in school. 
Further, it illustrates how schools can play a key 
role in facilitating parent involvement. 

 In this chapter, we explore the roles of homes 
in facilitating student success and, in addition, 
how schools and families can interact in ways 
that will positively affect students. While educa-
tional success can encompass a number of out-
comes, we will focus on student engagement. 
Most psychologists and educators agree that 
facilitating students’ active engagement in learn-
ing—like the engagement Center School’s stu-
dents displayed on Multicultural Night—is a key 
goal for education. Researchers are beginning to 
recognize that enhancing student engagement is a 
complex process involving a number of factors 
and institutions including those within students, 
schools, families, and communities (Southwest 
Educational Developmental Laboratory,  2002  ) . 
In this chapter, we will explore the role of fami-
lies in student engagement, taking into account 
interactions with student and school characteris-
tics. Most notably, we look at these interactions 
in bidirectional and transactional frameworks as 
dynamic processes ultimately affecting student 
engagement. 

   Engagement    

 We begin by defi ning engagement and then 
move to a motivational perspective that consid-
ers engagement as the quality of children’s 
interactions with academic activities (Skinner, 
Kinder mann, Connell, & Wellborn,  2009  ) . There 
have been a variety of defi nitions of engagement 
as well as some controversy over the nature of 
engagement and its boundaries (Appleton, 
Christenson, & Furlong,  2008  ) . Some perspec-
tives on academic engagement have focused on 
behavior, especially participation in the school 
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process (e.g., Natriello,  1984  ) . Many perspec-
tives also include a second affective or emotional 
component concerning students’ positive attitudes, 
interest, and sense of belonging (e.g., Finn, 
 1989  ) . Recent views have added a cognitive 
component involving the types of goals or values 
students have with regard to learning (e.g., 
Fredricks, Blumenfeld, & Paris,  2004  )  and thus 
include three components. In this chapter, we 
adopt Skinner et al.’s  (  2009  )  defi nition of engage-
ment and three-component conceptualization. 
Accord ing to Skinner et al., engagement is the 
“outward manifestation of motivation-namely 
energized, directed, and sustained action” (p. 225). 
Their model includes the three components of 
behavior, cognition, and affect. The behavioral 
component concerns a child’s determination, 
effort, intensity, persistence, and perseverance in 
response to challenges. The emotional dimen-
sion includes an enthusiasm about learning, 
enjoyment and pleasure in activities, and a sense 
of satisfaction when completing challenges. 
Finally, cognitive engagement encompasses a 
student’s attention, participation, focus, and pro-
pensity to set goals beyond what is minimally 
expected. 

 Researchers suggest that engagement in 
school may contribute to important academic 
outcomes because it is through active participa-
tion that children learn best (Klem & Connell, 
 2004  ) . Research has found that engagement in 
academic activities predicts critical school out-
comes, such as academic resilience (Finn & 
Rock,  1997  ) , attendance and retention in school 
(Connell, Halpern-Felsher, Clifford, Crichlow, & 
Usinger,  1995 ; Connell, Spencer, & Aber,  1994 ; 
Goodenow,  1993 ; Sinclair, Christenson, Lehr, & 
Anderson,  2003  ) , as well as grades and achieve-
ment test scores (Connell et al.,  1995 ; Skinner, 
Zimmer-Gembeck, & Connell,  1998  ) . Given its 
critical role in students’ learning and school suc-
cess, it is crucial to understand the factors that 
infl uence engagement. 

 In addressing ways in which families, in inter-
action with schools, infl uence student engage-
ment, it is important to use a framework 
specifying what children need to fully engage 

with their environments. In this chapter, we take 
a motivational perspective on this issue. 
Motivational perspectives focus on the energy 
and direction of behavior, for example, what 
makes children engaged in particular activities, 
rather than behavior alone. Thus, we focus on the 
processes that underlie behavior and how the 
active individual constructs self-related beliefs and 
affects relevant to him or herself and his or her 
learning that fuel engagement. Our chapter utilizes 
the motivational perspective of Self-determination 
Theory  (SDT; Deci & Ryan,  1985  ) .  

   A Motivational Perspective 
on Engagement 

 Self-determination Theory (Deci & Ryan,  1985  )  
posits that individuals have psychological needs 
for autonomy, competence, and relatedness which 
they attempt to satisfy in their interactions with 
their environments. The need for autonomy 
concerns a need to feel volitional regarding one’s 
actions and to feel that behaviors are self-initiated, 
rather than externally regulated (Ryan & Connell, 
 1989 ; Ryan, Connell, & Grolnick,  1992  ) . The 
need for competence concerns individuals’ need 
to feel effective in interactions with the environ-
ment, that is, to feel like they can produce positive 
or prevent negative outcomes and that they have 
the capacity to master challenges (Harter,  1982 ; 
Skinner, Wellborn, & Connell,  1990  ) . Lastly, the 
need for relatedness is a need to feel related or 
connected to others and loved and valued by 
them. 

 Based on their experiences with contexts that 
support or neglect their needs, children will con-
struct and revise self-system processes, which are 
their attitudes, beliefs, and motivational propen-
sities with regard to themselves and the world. 
These self-system processes can be organized 
around the psychological needs of autonomy, 
competence, and relatedness and fi lter children’s 
experiences of the environment and future social 
interactions (Connell & Wellborn,  1991  ) . The 
experience of autonomy can be seen in the degree 
to which individuals initiate and sustain their 
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behavior volitionally versus doing so out of a 
sense of pressure or coercion. This manifests in 
children engaging in inherently interesting activi-
ties out of a sense of pleasure and enjoyment—
that is, displaying intrinsic motivation to learn 
and master materials. In addition, autonomy can 
be seen in children increasingly taking on or 
internalizing the regulation of activities that may 
not be inherently interesting and doing them out 
of a sense of importance or value. Ryan and 
Connell  (  1989  )  thus described children’s self-
regulation of learning activities as varying along 
a continuum of autonomy from external regula-
tion, in which children engage in activities 
because of externally imposed contingencies 
(e.g., I do my homework because I’d get in trouble 
if I didn’t), to identifi ed regulation where stu-
dents engage in activities because of a sense of 
their value or importance (e.g., I do my home-
work because it is important for my learning). 
The motivational resources centering around 
competence concern whether children believe 
that they have control over outcomes and whether 
they see themselves as capable or as incompetent 
in their world (Bandura,  1977 ; Dweck,  1991 ; 
Skinner,  1996 ; Weisz,  1986  ) . Thus, perceived 
control and perceived competence are motiva-
tional resources connected to the satisfaction of 
the need for competence (Skinner et al.,  1990  ) . 
Finally, experiences of relatedness involve indi-
viduals feeling secure in their relationships and 
feeling worthy of love and positive regard 
(Bretherton,  1985 ; Crittenden,  1990  ) . Thus, the 
experience of relatedness can be seen in chil-
dren’s sense of worth and security with them-
selves and others. 

 Children’s motivational resources will then 
relate to their engagement in learning. For exam-
ple, if children’s school behavior is autonomously 
regulated, they will prefer a challenge and will 
set goals for themselves beyond what is required 
(Deci & Ryan,  1985  ) . When students have a sense 
of who or what controls outcomes and are con-
vinced of their own effi cacy, they will persevere 
in the face of setbacks. They will be enthusiastic, 
even when confronted with obstacles, concen-
trate on learning activities, and expend effort 
beyond what is minimally expected (Skinner 

et al.,  2009  ) . When children feel connected to 
others and feel that they are lovable and impor-
tant, they will show effortful participation and 
persistence in the classroom (Murdock,  1999  ) . In 
these ways, motivational resources result in pat-
terns of action involving affect, attention, and 
behavior that encompass engagement—enthusi-
astic, focused, and purposeful participation in 
learning. 

 Linked to the needs are three aspects of the 
environment: autonomy support, structure, and 
involvement, which should facilitate satisfaction 
of the needs. Autonomy-supportive environments 
support children’s autonomous problem-solving, 
action, and decision-making and take children’s 
perspectives and points of view (Grolnick & 
Ryan,  1989  ) . In addition to autonomy-supportive 
contexts which support autonomy, structured 
environments meet the need for competence by 
providing clear and consistent expectations, pre-
dictable consequences for not meeting expecta-
tions, and feedback about how to better meet 
expectations in the future. Lastly, involved con-
texts that meet children’s need for relatedness are 
those that provide tangible resources, such as 
attention and time, and psychological resources 
such as emotional support and warmth (Grolnick 
& Ryan,  1989 ). With regard to academics, these 
contexts are communicating to children that 
learning is connected, important, and relevant to 
their personal goals, that they have the capacity 
to succeed in school, and that they belong and are 
valued by others. 

 Taking this perspective on engagement (see 
Fig.  16.1  for a summary of the model), we explore 
contexts that are likely to satisfy students’ psy-
chological needs and thus increase their engage-
ment. We fi rst turn to work that focuses on the 
role of parents. Notably, families provide envi-
ronments higher or lower on dimensions of 
involvement, autonomy support, and structure, 
and these resources can affect student motivation 
and engagement. Yet, whether families provide 
these resources is not solely a function of qualities 
of the families themselves—the larger social con-
text and schools can play an active role in whether 
families are involved and how they see them-
selves in terms of their roles in student learning. 
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Further, schools’ attitudes about families are in 
part a function of the backgrounds of families. 
Thus, we will then turn to a discussion of families 
and schools as overlapping spheres of infl uence 
(in the tradition of Epstein). We will focus on how 
schools and families can move beyond one-way 
and traditional interactions to more effective and 
dynamic interactions that can have important 
implications for student engagement.   

   Parent Involvement 

 Parent involvement in children’s schooling has 
been a frequent target of research and interven-
tion in the past two decades. Importantly, parent 
involvement has been identifi ed as a way to close 
gaps in achievement between more and less dis-
advantaged children and minority and majority 
youth (e.g., Dearing, Kreider, Simpkins, & Weiss, 
 2006 ; Hara,  1998  ) . There have been a number of 
defi nitions of parent involvement. Grolnick and 
Slowiaczek  (  1994  )  defi ned involvement as the 
dedication of resources by the parent to the child 
in a given domain. Gonzalez-DeHass, Willems, 
and Holbein  (  2005  )  defi ned parent involvement 
as “parenting behaviors directed toward chil-
dren’s education” (p. 101). Hill and Taylor  (  2004  )  
suggested that involvement is “parents’ interac-
tion with schools and with their children to pro-
mote academic success” (p. 1491). All these 
defi nitions are purposefully broad and ultimately 
include multiple components to account for the 
myriad ways in which parents are involved and in 
which involvement can affect children. 

 A growing and consistent literature supports 
the importance of parent involvement in children’s 

school achievement across school level and vari-
ous ethnic and racial groups. For example, a recent 
meta-analysis of 41 studies addressing the rela-
tions between parent involvement and the aca-
demic achievement of elementary students 
(Jeynes,  2005  )  revealed an overall effect size of 
.74. Such a strong effect size was seen in studies 
including white and African American families 
and boys and girls. Nye, Turner, and Schwartz 
 (  2006  )  reported results of a review of 19 studies of 
parent involvement programs involving elemen-
tary age children. These studies resulted in an 
average effect size of .43, suggesting that children 
of parents receiving an intervention achieved at a 
level a half standard deviation higher than those 
of controls. Hill and Tyson  (  2009  )  reviewed 50 
studies involving middle school students. The 
average correlation between parent involvement 
and achievement in middle school was .18, a 
highly signifi cant, though low to moderate, effect. 
Finally, a second meta-analysis by Jeynes exam-
ining 52 studies of secondary school students 
demonstrated positive effects of parent involve-
ment on academic achievement, with an overall 
effect size of .53 and an effect size for parent 
involvement programs of .36 again across white 
and minority children (Jeynes,  2007  ) . Thus, 
although somewhat stronger for younger children, 
across a wide range of ages and in studies of vari-
ous types, parent involvement appears to have a 
robust effect on children’s achievement. 

 One key question researchers have addressed 
is how parent involvement impacts children’s 
achievement. Grolnick and Slowiaczek  (  1994  )  
suggested two models for understanding the 
effects of parent involvement—a direct effects 
model and an indirect or motivational model. 

Involvement

Autonomy Support
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Experience of Relatedness

Self-Regulation

Perceived Control
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Behavior

Affect
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Context Motivational
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  Fig. 16.1    A motivational model of the effects of context and motivational processes on children’s engagement (From 
Connell & Wellborn,  1991 , p. 51, Copyright 1991 by Erlbaum. Adapted with permission)       
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The direct effects model would suggest that 
 parent involvement in children’s schooling helps 
children by teaching them the academic skills 
they require to do well in school. Thus, parents, 
for example, would be increasing children’s math 
and reading skills through their interactions with 
them, particularly at home. Another model sug-
gests that parent involvement impacts children 
by facilitating their motivation to engage in and 
do well in school. According to this model, when 
parents place importance on school by discussing 
school with students, going to the school, and 
linking school topics with outside activities, chil-
dren themselves come to value school and 
develop the sense of competence that would 
enable them to put forth effort in learning activi-
ties. In short, the motivational model suggests 
that parent involvement facilitates the motiva-
tional resources that would enhance children’s 
engagement in school. What is the evidence for 
this proposition? 

 While studies have generally supported the 
overall relations between parent involvement and 
children’s achievement, most have also found 
different effects of various types of involvement, 
and the results may well speak to the question of 
how involvement is related to school success. 
McWayne, Hampton, Fantuzzo, Cohen, and 
Sekino  (  2004  )  divided parent involvement into 
supportive home learning environments, includ-
ing behaviors such as talking about school and 
structuring the home environment to support 
learning; direct involvement, including involve-
ment in school activities and direct communica-
tion between parents and school personnel; and 
inhibited involvement, which included barriers to 
involvement such as time constraints and com-
peting responsibilities. In 307 urban ethnic 
minority kindergarteners, the supportive environ-
ment type of involvement was positively and the 
inhibited type negatively associated with chil-
dren’s reading and math achievement. There were 
no signifi cant relations for direct involvement. 
The strongest fi ndings were for the supportive 
home learning environment type of involvement. 
Hill and Tyson  (  2009  )  divided parent involve-
ment in the studies they reviewed into three types. 
School-based involvement strategies included 

activities such as volunteering at school, commu-
nication between parents and teachers, and 
involvement in school governance. Home-based 
strategies included helping with homework and 
providing children experience with cultural activ-
ities. Finally, academic socialization involved 
activities such as communicating expectations 
for the value of education, linking schoolwork to 
current events, and fostering children’s educa-
tional and occupational aspirations. The research-
ers’ analyses for middle school students showed 
no signifi cant effects of home-based involvement 
and a signifi cant relation for school-based 
involvement. However, the strongest effects on 
achievement were for academic socialization. 
Jeynes  (  2005  )  showed a similar fi nding with par-
ent expectations, the degree to which parents held 
high expectations of students’ potential to achieve 
at high levels, yielding larger effect sizes than 
parental reading, checking homework, parental 
styles, and specifi c types of parent involvement 
such as participation at school. It should be noted, 
however, that parents may have higher expecta-
tions for their higher-performing students, and 
thus the fi nding for parental expectations may 
represent a bidirectional effect. Overall though 
the fi ndings from these studies suggest that par-
ent involvement may likely have its largest effects 
by facilitating the attitudes and values children 
need to put forth effort in school, especially for 
older students. 

 Interestingly, there is some evidence that the 
effects of various types of involvement may differ 
somewhat for families from different backgrounds. 
Hong    and Ho  (  2005  ) , using data from the National 
Education Longitudinal Survey, examined four 
types of involvement in parents of eighth graders: 
communication, which included students 
discussing their school activities and plans with 
their parents; parent educational aspirations for 
their children; participation in school activities; 
and supervision. Results showed that for white and 
Asian American families, communication and 
educational aspirations were most predictive of 
initial achievement and growth in achievement. 
For Asian American families, participation was 
also predictive. For African American families, 
supervision predicted achievement outcomes, 
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while for Hispanic families, communication was 
key. The results underscore the importance of con-
sidering family background in understanding 
which involvement strategies may work best 
(Bempechat, Graham, & Jimenez,  1999  ) . 

 Fewer studies have specifi cally examined 
motivational outcomes of parent involvement for 
students. Sanders  (  1998  )  examined 12–17-year-
old students’ perceptions of parents’ encourage-
ment of academic endeavors and achievement. 
She found positive relations, over and above 
background variables such as single-parent status 
and poverty, with academic self-concept, school 
behavior, and achievement ideology, which was 
the students’ perceptions of the importance of 
academic achievement for future success. 

 Fan and Williams  (  2010  )  examined whether 
various dimensions of parent involvement pre-
dicted tenth graders’ academic self-effi cacy, 
school engagement, and intrinsic motivation. 
Results showed that both parents’ educational 
aspirations for their children and school-based 
involvement had strong effects on these out-
comes. Similarly, Hong and Ho  (  2005  )  showed 
the importance of parents’ educational aspira-
tions for children’s educational aspirations, a 
fi nding that did not differ across ethnic groups. 
Marchant, Paulson, and Rothlisberg  (  2001  )  
examined fi fth and sixth grade students’ percep-
tions of their parents’ value for school and aca-
demics as well as involvement in school activities 
and events in relation to the importance students 
place on effort, ability, and grades—a composite 
that is highly related to engagement. Interestingly, 
while parent participation in school was not 
related to motivational outcomes, children who 
reported that their parents valued academics had 
higher perceived competence and placed a higher 
priority on academic ability, effort, and grades. 
Consistent with the results of these studies, 
Gonzalez-DeHass et al.  (  2005  )  synthesized mul-
tiple studies of relations between parent involve-
ment and children’s motivation and concluded 
that parent involvement boosts students’ per-
ceived control and competence and helps them to 
internalize educational values. 

 Cooper and Crosnoe  (  2007  )  conducted an 
interesting study showing that the effects of 

involvement on engagement may differ for 
 families differing in economic advantage. This 
study examined the effects of parent involve-
ment on children’s academic orientations in 489 
11–15-year-old children and mothers. Academic 
orientations were defi ned as the degree to which 
students are committed to school and education 
and to doing well. To assess this construct, stu-
dents responded to questionnaire items such as, 
“In general, you like school a lot,” and “You usu-
ally fi nish your homework”—items that indicate 
greater student engagement. Parent involvement 
(a mix of involvement at school and home and 
socialization of positive attitudes toward school) 
was associated with children’s greater endorse-
ment of an academic orientation in disadvantaged 
families. However, for nondisadvantaged fami-
lies, the results were in the opposite direction: 
greater involvement was associated with lower 
academic orientation. The authors suggested that 
academic orientation and school performance are 
more tightly coupled in more advantaged chil-
dren; in other words, academic orientation may 
become more actualized. Thus, parents of advan-
taged children may become less involved when 
their children are high in academic orientation 
because the children are doing well and do not 
need these resources. On the other hand, parents 
of disadvantaged children may keep their involve-
ment levels consistent regardless of orientation 
as these resources are still necessary. 

 Grolnick and Slowiaczek  (  1994  )  directly 
addressed the motivational model suggesting that 
parent involvement has its impact on student 
school success by facilitating motivation. These 
authors examined three types of involvement—
behavioral (involvement in school activities and 
events), cognitive-intellectual (exposing children 
to educationally stimulating activities and experi-
ences), and personal (interest in the school, ask-
ing about the school day)—on children’s 
motivational resources of self-regulation, per-
ceived control, and perceived competence. 
Results showed modest relations between moth-
ers’ behavioral and cognitive-intellectual involve-
ment and students’ perceived competence and 
control understanding (correlations .18–.28). For 
fathers, there were relations between behavior and 
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cognitive intellectual involvement and students’ 
perceived competence (correlations .15–.23) 
Further, regression analyses supported a media-
tional model in which parent involvement affects 
children’s grades by facilitating children’s per-
ceived competence and their understanding of the 
sources of control of their success and failure 
outcomes, crucial motivational resources that 
have been found to be associated with student 
engagement. Marchant et al.  (  2001  )  also demon-
strated support for a mediational model in which 
parent values affect student achievement by 
facilitating students’ motivation and perceptions 
of competence. 

 Overall, the research on parent involvement 
supports its importance for students’ engagement 
in school. The consistently positive effects of 
parent expectations, value for education, and 
knowledge of what goes on for the child in school 
suggest that such attitudes and behaviors help 
children to internalize the attitudes and motiva-
tion necessary to truly engage in the school enter-
prise. While the level of involvement parents 
provide is clearly important, we now turn to ano-
ther parental resource addressing the way parents 
engage with their children around school—auton-
omy support versus control.  

   Autonomy Support Versus Control 

 Parents impact student engagement not only in 
terms of the extent of their involvement, but 
through the style with which they engage with their 
children around school (Grolnick, Deci, & Ryan, 
 1997b ; Pomerantz, Moorman, & Litwack,  2007  ) . 
A second parenting dimension, autonomy support 
versus control, addresses qualities of parents’ com-
munications and interactions that can have mean-
ingful consequences for children’s motivation, 
engagement, and academic performance. 

 When children experience themselves as 
agents and their actions as volitionally initiated, 
they have a sense of autonomy. Parents foster this 
experience by encouraging their children’s initia-
tions and autonomous problem-solving and tak-
ing their perspectives. At the opposite end of this 
spectrum lie parenting practices that pressure 

children toward specifi c ends, deny them a chance 
to solve problems for themselves, and ignore 
their points of view. These behaviors characterize 
parental control; they hinder children’s autonomy 
and instead cause them to feel coerced and exter-
nally regulated (Grolnick & Ryan,  1989  ) . 

 From an SDT perspective, a sense of auton-
omy and a lack of feeling controlled are crucial to 
children’s engagement in learning. This section 
outlines evidence that parents enhance motiva-
tion, and thereby engagement, by meeting their 
children’s need for autonomy. 

 Research demonstrates a clear link between 
parental autonomy support and a variety of out-
comes relevant to children’s success in school. 
Studies support the positive relation between 
parental autonomy support and children’s behav-
ior regulation (Grolnick et al.,  1997b  ) , emotion 
regulation (Ryan, Deci, Grolnick, & La Guardia, 
 2006  ) , and social competence (Soenens & 
Vansteenkiste,  2005  ) . Parental control, on the 
other hand, relates to greater internalizing and 
externalizing symptomatology (Barber, Olsen, & 
Shagle,  1994 ; Barber, Stolz & Olsen,  2005 ; 
Soenens et al.,  2005  )  and stronger propensities to 
engage in risky social (Goldstein, Davis-Kean, & 
Eccles,  2005  )  and health-related behaviors 
(Turner, Irwin, Tschann, & Millstein,  1993  ) . 
Largely, these patterns exist across demographi-
cally (Barber,  1996 ; Goldstein et al.,  2005  )  and 
ethnically (Barber et al.,  2005 ; Hill & Bush,  2001 ; 
Hill, Bush, & Roosa,  2003  )  diverse samples. 

 Of particular importance here is the growing 
body of work highlighting the signifi cance of 
parental autonomy support for academic motiva-
tion, which then fuels engagement and achieve-
ment in children. We present some particularly 
illustrative studies below. Grolnick and Ryan 
 (  1989  )  assessed parents’ support for autonomy in 
elementary school-age children with a structured 
interview. Parenting that favored autonomous 
problem-solving, choice, and joint decision-
making over pressure, punishment, and controlling 
rewards was moderately associated with children’s 
reports of more autonomous self-regulation—
that is, more autonomously initiated and managed 
learning and achievement behaviors. Autonomy-
supportive parenting was further strongly related 
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to teachers’ ratings of children’s competence and 
moderately related to classroom behavior, as well 
as two measures of school performance: grades 
and achievement test scores. 

 Ginsburg and Bronstein  (  1993  )  also showed 
that fi fth graders from more autonomy-supportive 
family contexts were more likely to have an 
intrinsic orientation toward learning—they 
engaged in mastery processes with curiosity and 
interest, had internal standards for success, and 
initiated schoolwork without direction. In con-
trast, controlling parenting behaviors, such as 
intrusively monitoring homework and respond-
ing to grades with punishment, criticism, or 
external rewards, were associated with children’s 
lower intrinsic orientation and lower academic 
performance. The strength of associations in this 
study was moderate to low. 

 Research suggests that the relations between 
parent autonomy support and student engage-
ment hold in diverse populations (d’Ailly,  2003 ; 
Soenens et al.,  2007 ; Vansteenkiste, Zhou, Lens, 
& Soenens,  2005 ; Wang, Pomerantz, & Chen, 
 2007  ) . Most of the studies on this topic have 
taken place in East Asia, within cultures charac-
terized by communalism and interdependence. In 
their review of this work, Pomerantz and Wang 
 (  2009  )  conclude that, despite the notion that 
aspects of East Asian culture may make children 
more accepting of parental control, the effects of 
a controlling parenting style on children’s aca-
demic and psychological functioning are nega-
tive across both United States and East Asian 
cultures, though the effects sometimes appear 
stronger in the United States. 

 These and other studies establish a consistent 
picture of three related variables: autonomy sup-
port, motivation, and achievement; but what is 
the nature of these relations? Motivation scholars 
have employed longitudinal designs and struc-
tural equation modeling to address this question. 

 Joussemet, Koestner, Lekes, and Landry 
 (  2005  )  coded interviews for the style with which 
mothers communicated standards for their 5-year-
old children’s behavior. A more autonomy-
supportive style was associated with children’s 
academic adjustment and reading performance 
3 years later, even after controlling for initial 

adjustment, IQ, and SES. Specifi cally, children 
from more autonomy-supportive homes listened 
more attentively, set higher standards for their 
work, and used downtime more productively. 
This focus and preference for challenge exem-
plify engaged learning. In older children, paren-
tal autonomy support has been shown to serve as 
a protective factor, buffering against the increased 
risk for academic and behavior problems associ-
ated with the transition to middle school 
(Grolnick, Kurowski, Dunlap, & Hevey,  2000  ) . 

 Grolnick, Ryan, and Deci  (  1991  )  hypothesized 
a motivational link between elementary school 
students’ perceptions of their parents’ autonomy 
support and their achievement. Specifi cally, the 
authors examined the mediating role of children’s 
inner motivational resources, namely, their sense 
of autonomy, perceptions of control (Connell, 
 1985  ) , and perceptions of competence (Harter, 
 1982  )  in school activities. Perceived autonomy 
support evidenced a low but signifi cant correla-
tion with the three motivational resources, and 
these resources accounted for 13% of the vari-
ance in children’s grades, 17% of the variance in 
achievement test scores, and 16% of the variance 
in teacher-rated competence. In addition, struc-
tural equation results supported the process 
model: perceived autonomy support predicted 
enhanced motivational resources, which in turn 
predicted achievement. 

 Mothers’ self-reported emphasis on the plea-
sure inherent in academic tasks and the value of 
learning, rather than their implementation of 
task-extrinsic contingencies, initiates an analo-
gous process. Such “task endogeny” was associ-
ated with enhanced intrinsic motivation in 
9-year-olds (Gottfried, Fleming, & Gottfried, 
 1994  ) . Further, it was through this enhanced 
intrinsic motivation that mothers’ motivational 
practices ultimately predicted their children’s 
math and reading achievement 1 year later. This 
longitudinal path model explained 8% of the 
variance in 10-year-olds’ reading achievement 
and 32% of the variance in math achievement. 

 There is also other research addressing the 
pathways through which parental autonomy sup-
port predicts children’s motivation and achieve-
ment. Bronstein, Ginsburg, and Herrera  (  2005  )  
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demonstrated that mothers’ autonomy-supportive 
behaviors were associated with higher concurrent 
achievement in fi fth graders. In turn, higher 
achievement led to greater perceived compe-
tence and greater intrinsic motivation 2 years 
later. The model yielded a squared multiple 
 correlation of .60. 

 The compelling evidence for the positive 
impact of autonomy support likely also repre-
sents a bidirectional transaction, whereby a par-
ent’s autonomy-supportive or controlling style is 
partly a response to her child’s level of self-regu-
lation and competence (Grolnick & Ryan,  1989  ) . 
In Bronstein et al.’s  (  2005  )  longitudinal study, 
autonomy support led to higher achievement, 
which in turn brought about greater autonomy 
support. Similarly, Pomerantz and Eaton  (  2001  )  
found that fourth through sixth graders’ poor aca-
demic performance elicited heightened intrusive 
homework checking and helping from their moth-
ers 6 months later. Two mechanisms mediated 
this relation: mothers’ worry over children’s low 
achievement and children’s uncertainty about 
how to meet academic standards, which appar-
ently manifested in behaviors that cued parental 
assistance. 

 Importantly, children with more negative 
competence experiences may be particularly sen-
sitive to autonomy-supportive versus controlling 
parenting practices (Pomerantz, Wang, & Ng, 
 2005  ) . In Ng, Kenney-Benson, and Pomerantz’s 
 (  2004  )  laboratory study, mothers’ autonomy-
supportive behaviors during a challenging, home-
work-like task predicted enhanced achievement, 
whereas control predicted diminished engage-
ment, more for low-achieving than for high-
achieving elementary school students. 

 Certainly, autonomy support is crucial to child 
engagement. But just how important is it for chil-
dren to experience autonomy-supportive interac-
tions in the context of the family, as compared to 
the other environments in which they grow and 
learn? Soenens and Vansteenkiste  (  2005  )  found 
that, above and beyond teacher autonomy sup-
port, parent autonomy support predicted adoles-
cents’ self-determination and adjustment in 
school. Vallerand, Fortier, and Guay  (  1997  )  also 
showed that parental autonomy support predicted 

adolescents’ subsequent academic outcomes 
above and beyond the autonomy support they 
perceived from teachers and the school adminis-
tration. In this study, parental control led ulti-
mately to an increased likelihood of deciding to 
drop out of high school. 

 In sum, clearly parent autonomy support con-
tributes to children’s motivation. It is a critical 
element in the bidirectional process whereby 
autonomy support affects motivation, motivation 
results in engagement, and engagement feeds 
back to motivational processes and parenting. 
Given this ongoing transaction, facilitating par-
ents’ autonomy support is a worthy goal for edu-
cators as doing so can likely have long-lasting 
and broad effects.  

   Parental Structure 

 Self-determination Theory (Deci & Ryan,  1985  )  
posits that in addition to providing autonomy 
support and involvement, environments need to 
provide resources that facilitate children’s com-
petence. According to this theory, social contexts 
facilitate competence by providing structure. 
From an SDT framework, environments that are 
structured include clear guidelines, expectations, 
and rules as well as predictable consequences 
and clear feedback (Farkas & Grolnick,  2010  ) . 
Such structure allows individuals to anticipate 
outcomes and plan their behavior accordingly. 
Thus, homes that provide structure should give 
children a clear sense of how their actions are 
connected to important outcomes. When this is 
the case, children should feel more in control of 
their successes and failures, in other words, have 
a sense of perceived control (Skinner et al.,  1990  ) . 
By contrast, when expectations, consequences 
for action, and feedback are unclear or left 
unspecifi ed, children may experience themselves 
as unable to make outcomes happen. Feelings of 
incompetence and lack of control may undermine 
effective engagement. 

 Relative to involvement and autonomy sup-
port, there is much less work addressing the 
structure dimension and school outcomes. 
Grolnick and Ryan  (  1989  )  interviewed parents 
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and coded them for level of structure, which 
included two components: the degree to which 
there were clear rules, expectations, and guide-
lines in the home and the degree to which rules 
and expectations were consistently enforced. 
Higher levels of parental structure were associ-
ated with children’s greater understanding of how 
to attain successes and avoid failures. Grolnick 
and Wellborn  (  1988  )  developed a questionnaire 
to assess parental structure including the predict-
ability of consequences for children’s actions and 
clarity of expectations. Children who described 
their parents as higher in structure also reported 
lower levels of maladaptive control beliefs (i.e., 
believing they succeeded in school because of 
luck or powerful others) and higher perceived 
competence. Skinner, Johnson, and Snyder 
 (  2005  )  developed parent and child reports of 
parental structure and its obverse, chaos. High 
parental structure and low parental chaos were 
associated with higher levels of perceived con-
trol, engagement in school, and self-worth. 

 In our recent work, we have been attempting 
to specify the particular components of structure 
and how they relate to motivational outcomes. 
Farkas and Grolnick  (  2010  ) , in particular, speci-
fi ed six components of structure: (1) clear and 
consistent guidelines, rules, and expectations; (2) 
predictability of consequences for action; (3) 
information feedback; (4) opportunities to meet 
expectations; (5) provision of rationales for rules 
and expectations; and (6) parental authority (i.e., 
parents taking a leadership role in the home). In a 
fi rst study of these components, 75 seventh and 
eighth grade students from two large middle 
schools were interviewed about their homes with 
regard to homework and grades. From the inter-
views, parents were rated on the six components 
of structure. Children completed questionnaires 
about their perceptions of control and compe-
tence and academic engagement. Schools pro-
vided children’s grades. Structure components 
correlated with these outcomes—clear and con-
sistent guidelines and expectations were associ-
ated with children feeling more in control of 
outcomes and with perceived competence, 
engagement in school, and grades. Further, rela-
tions between structure and outcomes were 

apparent above and beyond the effects of parental 
autonomy support and involvement. 

 In a second study of over 160 sixth grade chil-
dren from nine schools within an urban school 
district, our lab group identifi ed three key compo-
nents of parental structure: clear and consistent 
guidelines and expectations, predictability of con-
sequences, and authority. Similar to the above 
study, children were interviewed about rules and 
expectations in the home with regard to home-
work and studying, and interviews were rated for 
these aspects of structure. However, in addition to 
examining the effects of the components of struc-
ture on children’s motivation and engagement, we 
also looked at the manner in which parents imple-
mented structure on the autonomy support to con-
trol continuum. In contrast to views that 
conceptualize structure as at odds with autonomy 
support, our framework specifi es that these 
dimensions are separable: parents can provide 
structure in a manner that supports children’s 
autonomy (e.g., by allowing children input about 
the rules and expectations, being open to discuss-
ing the rules, and being empathic about children 
not wanting to follow the rules) or in a way that 
controls children (e.g., by dictating rules and 
expectations, prohibiting dissension and discus-
sion, and providing parent-oriented rationales for 
rules) (Grolnick & Pomerantz,  2009  ) . Thus, raters 
also coded the degree to which rules and expecta-
tions were implemented in an autonomy-supportive 
or controlling manner. Autonomy-supportive 
versus controlling implementation of rules and 
expectations was coded for fi ve components: (1) 
whether rules and expectations were jointly estab-
lished with children (or parent dictated), (2) 
whether there was open exchange around rules 
and expectations, (3) parent empathy, (4) provi-
sion of choice, and (5) provision of rationales that 
would be meaningful for children’s goals. 

 Consistent with the previous study, structure, 
including more clear and consistent rules and 
expectations and higher parental authority, was 
associated with children’s lower endorsement of 
maladaptive control beliefs. Lower levels of 
maladaptive control beliefs then led to less use 
of maladaptive coping strategies for dealing 
with academic failure including less avoidance, 
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rumination, and blaming the teacher (Raftery & 
Grolnick,  2010  ) . The degree to which parents 
implemented structure in an autonomy-supportive 
manner was also associated with children’s 
competence. In particular, greater use of empa-
thy, provision of choice, and provision of mean-
ingful rationales were associated with lower 
endorsement of maladaptive control. Further, 
when parents implemented structure in a more 
autonomy-supportive manner, children reported 
feeling more competent in school, were more 
engaged in the classroom, and attained better 
grades. Though these correlations were low to 
moderate, generally, in the .2 range, given the 
myriad of factors that can effect children’s moti-
vation, engagement, and achievement, the results 
are worthy of attention, particularly since they 
are so focused on concrete behaviors parents can 
engage in to facilitate their children’s motivation 
and engagement. 

 The results of studies of structure indicate the 
importance of parents providing rules and expec-
tations for children. Such rules and expectations 
help children to develop the competence and 
confi dence they need to channel their efforts in 
school. However, it is also important for parents 
to institute and enforce rules and expectations in 
a way that supports children’s agency and respects 
their roles as active participants in their school 
activities.  

   Supporting Families to Facilitate 
Student Engagement 

 Substantial research points to parental involve-
ment, autonomy support, and structure as key 
elements in facilitating student engagement. Yet, 
most research on parenting has treated parents as 
an infl uence separate from that of schools. 
However, researchers are recognizing that 
whether families provide facilitative resources is 
not solely a function of qualities of the families 
themselves; schools play an active role in whether 
and how families are involved in student learning. 
Thus, a key direction in research is understanding 
what schools can do to help families infl uence 
student engagement. 

 The idea of lack of separation between families 
and schools is consistent with the new work on 
family-school partnerships. This model moves 
beyond families and schools as separate infl u-
ences to see them as partners with shared respon-
sibility for ensuring the success of students. 
Christenson and Sheridan  (  2001  )  defi ned school-
family partnerships as “[developing an] inten-
tional and ongoing relationship between school 
and family designed to directly or indirectly 
enhance children’s learning and development, 
and/or to address the obstacles that impede it” 
(p. 38). They further suggested that family-school 
partnerships are characterized by: (1) a student 
focus, (2) a belief that families and schools share 
responsibility for student success and are both 
essential to it, (3) an emphasis on families and 
schools working together, and (4) a preventive 
solution-focused approach where families and 
schools strive to create conditions that will facili-
tate learning. This theory of partnership entails a 
deeper understanding of families and the poten-
tial barriers that some families, including those of 
low income and minority status, may face in ini-
tiating or maintaining this school-home connec-
tion. In addition, true partnerships not only 
recognize these potential barriers but address 
them. In particular, there are many ways that 
schools can work to help families remain involved 
in light of barriers by using an ecological 
approach, taking into consideration the needs and 
resources of the community, and by seeking to 
understand parents’ unique needs and views of 
the education system (Rafaele & Knoff,  1999  ) . 

 This way of thinking about connections among 
families and schools is best exemplifi ed in 
Epstein’s  (  1990  )  work in which she identifi ed six 
types of parent involvement that should be 
included in any comprehensive family-school 
partnership program. The fi rst type of involve-
ment refers to basic responsibilities of families. 
This includes obligations such as providing ade-
quate housing; ensuring the child’s health, safety, 
and general well-being; and providing a home 
environment that supports children’s learning 
across grade levels. A second type of involve-
ment refers to home-school communication. 
Epstein suggested that it is important for parents 
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and schools to communicate about children’s 
progress and school programs through the use 
of conferences, notices, memos, or report cards. 
A third type, parent involvement at the school, 
includes parent volunteering in the classroom or 
for other in-school activities. Parent involvement 
at the school also includes parent attendance at 
school-wide events such as student sports games 
or performances. Epstein labeled the fourth type 
involvement in learning activities at home. This 
refers to parents’ role in monitoring or helping 
children complete homework assignments or 
other take-home learning activities. Fifth, parents 
can also take on roles in advocacy, governance, 
and decision-making. This type of involvement 
includes parents’ participation on committees at 
the school, district, or even state level such as the 
PTA/PTO, Advisory Councils, or Advocacy 
Groups. Lastly, the sixth type of involvement 
refers to family collaboration with community 
stakeholders, such as agencies, businesses, or 
other groups in the community. 

 Epstein  (  1990  )  suggested that these six parent 
involvement practices are not responsibilities of 
parents alone but that there are many things that 
schools can do to help parents take a more active 
role in their children’s education. Before provid-
ing more detail about what explicitly schools can 
do to help families provide these facilitative 
resources to their children, it is important to iden-
tify some of the challenges of involving families. 
In the true spirit of partnerships, schools will be 
most effective in involving families if they 
address realistic barriers that many families face 
in becoming and remaining involved.  

   Challenges to Involving Families 

 Low-income and less educated parents have been 
found to be less involved in their children’s 
schooling than parents with a higher education 
level and income (Grolnick, Benjet, Kurowski, & 
Apostoleris,  1997a ; Horvat, Weininger, & Lareau, 
 2003 ; Lareau,  1987  ) . Other research suggests 
that language may be a barrier to involvement as 
minority families are less involved in school 
activities (Epstein,  1990 ; Pena,  2000  ) . Without a 

common language in which to communicate and 
discuss issues, these families may feel isolated 
from the school system or may not be aware of 
their important role in their children’s learning. 

 To help parents be involved, it is important for 
schools to understand what it is that makes lower 
class and minority families less involved. In her 
work on social class and parent-school relation-
ships, for example, Lareau  (  1987  )  suggested that 
there are differences between working-class and 
middle-class families in cultural, economic, and 
social resources that infl uence parent involve-
ment. For example, during qualitative interviews, 
many working-class parents reported doubting 
their ability to help their children in academic 
activities because of their limited formal educa-
tion. Further, many working-class parents viewed 
educators as possessing superior education skills 
and prestige and thus felt they should defer to 
these professionals the responsibility of educat-
ing their children. Lareau also addressed how dif-
ferences in fi nancial resources have implications 
for school involvement. Many working-class 
families have limited time and disposable income, 
making parent involvement a challenge. For 
example, many working-class parents reported 
diffi culty in even attending school events because 
they lacked transportation, childcare arrange-
ments, fl exible work hours, and other resources 
more readily available to middle-class families. 

 In more recent work, Horvat et al.  (  2003  )  have 
focused on parental networks as one type of social 
capital that infl uences the relationship between 
families and schools. The researchers found that 
whereas social networks of working-class and 
poor families are bounded by kinship, middle-
class families form social networks that include 
parents of their children’s peers and are much 
more likely to include a variety of professionals. 
These network differences were found to parallel 
class differences in how parents interact with 
schools. In particular, middle-class families were 
more likely to rely on their social networks when 
problems arose with their child in school or to cus-
tomize their children’s learning and educational 
experience. For instance, these families used their 
networks to obtain additional resources for a child 
with a learning disability or to challenge a child’s 
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placement decision. In contrast, working-class 
and poor parents were less likely to use their social 
networks and often responded to school problems 
in an individualized fashion. These families were 
also less likely to dispute school decisions and the 
authority they perceived the school to have. 

 In a comprehensive study identifying chal-
lenges to parent involvement, Grolnick et al. 
    (  1997a  )  examined individual, contextual, and 
institutional factors that might affect parent 
involvement. At the individual level, the authors 
examined parent characteristics (i.e., thoughts 
and beliefs about their role in their children’s 
learning and perceived effi cacy) and child char-
acteristics (i.e., temperament). At the contextual 
level, they assessed stressful life events and sup-
port for the family. The institutional context, that 
is, teachers’ attitudes and practices toward par-
ents, will be discussed in the next section. In a 
sample of 209 mothers and their third to fi fth 
grade children, the authors found that factors 
from both individual and contextual levels were 
important. In particular, parents who believed 
more strongly that their role was to be a teacher 
and those who felt effi cacious were more 
involved. Further, mothers who rated their chil-
dren as more diffi cult were less involved in per-
sonal and cognitive activities. In addition, mothers 
who experienced a more diffi cult context includ-
ing frequent stressful life events and stretched 
economic resources and those who reported little 
social support tended to be less involved person-
ally and in cognitive activities. Interestingly, the 
effects of a diffi cult context were stronger for 
mothers of boys than mothers of girls. Grolnick 
and her colleagues  (  1997a  )  suggested that moth-
ers may perceive their sons as more independent 
than daughters. Thus, in diffi cult contexts, moth-
ers may be more likely to withdraw resources 
from their sons, whereas they may be more likely 
to remain involved for daughters who they per-
ceive as more needy of support. 

 When thinking about what schools can do to 
help parents infl uence student engagement, it 
will be important to consider these challenges 
in involving families. In particular, schools’ 
efforts to involve families must take into account 
the barriers that families may experience in 

becoming involved or sustaining involvement 
and consider innovative ways to overcome such 
barriers. We now turn to research addressing the 
ways in which schools can affect parents’ provi-
sion of facilitative resources, with a particular 
focus on how to address some of the logistical, 
structural, and interpersonal barriers preventing 
caregiver involvement.  

   What Can Schools Do? 

 There has been an abundance of research that 
suggests that schools are salient contexts that 
infl uence the kinds of support parents may pro-
vide for their children’s academic engagement. 
Much of the research in this area has focused on 
how exogenous characteristics of schools and 
teachers (e.g., sociodemographic variables, 
school compositional and structural characteris-
tics, and school resources; Stone,  2006  )  infl uence 
parents’ involvement in their children’s school-
ing. Researchers have found that teachers from 
schools with high proportions of low-income and 
minority students reported poorer relationships 
with parents than those from schools with few 
minority students (Metropolitan Life Survey of 
the American Teacher,  2001  ) . Likewise, Gardner, 
Riblatt, and Beatty  (  2000  )  found that small high 
schools had higher parent involvement than 
larger schools. Others have recognized grade 
level as an important factor, fi nding decreases in 
parent involvement with increases in grade level, 
perhaps due to the greater bureaucracy of sec-
ondary schools (Grolnick et al.,  2000 ; Stevenson 
& Baker,  1987  ) . However, research that moves 
beyond these exogenous factors and focuses on 
what teachers and schools can actually do to 
facilitate more involvement may be more crucial 
in understanding how to facilitate student 
engagement.  

   Teacher Beliefs and Practices 

 There is some evidence that teachers’ attitudes 
and practices impact parent involvement. Epstein 
and Becker  (  1982  )  found that teachers widely 
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vary in their beliefs about the utility of involving 
parents in their student’s education. Some teach-
ers were positive about parent involvement and 
believed that efforts to involve parents are essen-
tial. In particular, these teachers reported that 
parents are interested and willing to be involved 
in their children’s education and can be helpful 
resources to educators if they are shown how to 
help their children. Epstein  (  1986  )  also found 
that many teachers see the value of school-family 
cooperation and believe the two contexts should 
share responsibilities, particularly given their 
shared goals and investment in students. 

 Other teachers, discouraged by unsuccessful 
attempts to involve parents, reported concerns 
about the likely success of parent involvement 
practices. In particular, these teachers expressed 
concern that involving parents may cause undue 
stress on parents and their children. These teach-
ers also reported that some parents are less will-
ing or able to be involved in their children’s 
education, identifying parents of older students, 
parents with little formal education, working par-
ents, and single parents as having unique barriers 
that challenge the utility and effectiveness of par-
ent involvement practices. Namely, these teach-
ers saw efforts to involve parents as being 
overwhelmingly time-consuming and “not worth 
the trouble” (p. 104). Further, Epstein  (  1986  )  
suggests that some teachers believe that there is 
competition, confl ict, and incompatibility 
between families and schools and that parents 
and teachers should fulfi ll their roles indepen-
dently. Some teachers may in fact believe that 
their professional status may be undermined if 
parents become involved in academic activities 
generally considered to be responsibilities of 
educators. 

 Researchers have found that teachers’ atti-
tudes, beliefs, and practices toward parent involve-
ment impact parental behavior and thus the extent 
to which they provide facilitative resources for 
their children. For instance, Epstein  (  1986  )  iden-
tifi ed teachers who strongly supported parent 
involvement and were considered “leaders” in 
using parent involvement practices. Parents whose 
children’s teachers were “leaders” reported that 
they received the most ideas for home learning 

activities from the teacher, believed they should 
help their children more at home, felt that they 
had an increased understanding about what their 
child was learning in school, and judged their 
children’s teacher higher in overall teaching abil-
ity and interpersonal skills. These results suggest 
that teachers’ attitudes are important in infl uenc-
ing parents’ self-effi cacy around school involve-
ment and ultimately parental behaviors that have 
been found most crucial to facilitating academic 
motivation and engagement. 

 Patrikakou and Weissberg  (  2000  )  explored the 
relationship between teacher outreach practices 
and parent involvement at home and school to 
understand ways in which schools can help par-
ents support their children’s academic efforts. 
The researchers found that parents’ perceptions 
of teacher outreach were the strongest predictor 
of parent involvement, even after controlling for 
background characteristics (e.g., parental educa-
tion level, parent employment status, child age, 
gender, or race). For example, the more parents 
reported that teachers encouraged them to visit 
the school (Epstein’s third type of parent involve-
ment; Epstein,  1990  ) , the more likely they were 
to participate in a variety of school activities. 
Similarly, when parents perceived that teachers 
were keeping them informed about their child’s 
progress and school programs through the use of 
phone calls, notes, home-school journals, etc. 
(Epstein’s second type of involvement; Epstein, 
 1990  ) , they were more involved in their chil-
dren’s schooling. In another study on teachers’ 
efforts to initiate and maintain contact with par-
ents, Ames  (  1993  )  found that teacher communi-
cation to parents about student progress, in-school 
learning activities, and feedback to parents on 
how to best help their children with learning 
activities at home infl uenced parents’ feelings of 
comfort with the school. Further, such feelings of 
comfort were found to be associated with paren-
tal involvement. 

 In the previously described study, Grolnick 
and colleagues  (  1997a  )  also examined teacher 
attitudes and practices to understand how schools 
may facilitate or undermine parent involvement 
efforts. In particular, teachers repor ted on the 
extent to which they believed parent involvement 
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was important and the frequency with which they 
used various practices to involve parents. 
Teachers’ practices to solicit involvement were 
found to predict parent involvement, but only 
when other contexts (e.g., parental attitudes and 
social context) were optimal. For example, par-
ents who experienced more optimal contexts, felt 
effi cacious, and viewed their role as that of a 
teacher became more involved when teachers 
used more parent involvement practices. However, 
parents who reported experiencing more diffi cult 
contexts, did not feel effi cacious, and did not 
believe they had a role in the teaching-learning 
process were less affected by teacher beliefs or 
practices. Grolnick et al.  (  1997a  )  speculated that 
parents in the most diffi cult contexts or those 
whose beliefs clash with the attitudes and values 
of the teachers may not receive the teachers’ mes-
sages or be able to benefi t from them, even with 
active attempts to involve families. Given these 
fi ndings, it seems important for schools to think 
creatively, beyond traditional classroom-based 
individual teacher efforts to involve parents, to be 
most successful in targeting these harder to reach 
families.  

   School Interventions to Increase 
Family Involvement 

 Certainly there is a need for schools to think cre-
atively about how to involve traditionally hard to 
reach families, and we present some examples of 
systematic approaches below. Less work has spe-
cifi cally examined ways in which schools system-
atically organize and implement programs to 
increase connection and collaboration with fami-
lies. However, one approach to developing, main-
taining, and improving school-family relationships 
that has received some attention is the National 
Network of Partnership Schools (NNPS; Sanders 
& Epstein,  2000  ) . Schools that are members of the 
NNPS receive materials, tools, and training on 
how to foster family-school relationships and cre-
ate “action teams,” (p.128) made up of school, 
family, and community stakeholders. These 
“action teams” generate specifi c goals for imple-
menting more effective family-school partnerships 

and assess progress toward meeting these goals. 
Encouraging parents to join these “action teams” 
is one way in which schools may help increase 
parent involvement in governance and advocacy 
as in Epstein’s  (  1990  )  fi fth type of parent involve-
ment. In a longitudinal study of schools in the 
NNPS, Sheldon and Van Voorhis  (  2004  )  examined 
whether the quality of schools’ partnership pro-
grams predicted family involvement. They found 
that in schools with higher quality partnership pro-
grams, higher percentages of parents volunteered 
in school, were involved on school councils and 
committees, and were involved in school-assigned 
homework. Epstein  (  2005  )  found further support 
for the importance of school-family partnerships 
in increasing parental involvement. In one partner-
ship school, school climate changed from one in 
which teachers worked alone to an environment in 
which educators and parents collaborated to reach 
agreed-upon goals. During this transition, the 
school implemented activities that encouraged 
communication and exchange of information 
between parents and teachers, which increased 
family involvement. These results suggest that 
when schools devote attention and resources to 
family-school relationships, parents are likely to 
be better able to support their children’s academic 
endeavors. 

 Epstein and Van Voorhis  (  2001  )  also found 
that system-wide efforts to improve family-
school relationships may impact parenting behav-
ior. In particular, these researchers reviewed the 
Teachers Involve Parents in Schoolwork (TIPS) 
program, an innovative approach to homework in 
which teachers assign homework that requires 
students to interact with family members. Epstein 
and Van Voorhis found that in classrooms using 
the TIPS program, more families were involved 
in their children’s education, even during middle 
school when parents are traditionally less 
involved in school activities (Grolnick et al., 
 2000 ; Stevenson & Baker,  1987  ) . The research-
ers also found that family socioeconomic status 
did not predict whether the TIPS design was 
effective in involving parents. Thus, the TIPS 
design may be one creative and effective way to 
support Epstein’s  (  1990  )  fourth type of involve-
ment, parent involvement in learning activities 



35916 Families as Facilitators of Student Engagement: Toward a Home-School Partnership Model

at  home. In addition, this program may be 
 particularly useful for reaching families who are 
often less involved in learning activities given 
limited social, cultural, and economic resources. 
Other more systemic school practices may 
include organizing workshops for families to help 
them fulfi ll their basic home obligations, as in 
Epstein’s fi rst type of involvement, and future 
research should address the effectiveness of this 
and other school efforts to increase parent 
involvement.  

   Schools and Parent Autonomy 
Support 

 Research suggests that parental autonomy support 
is crucial for engagement and is associated with 
children’s self-regulation, motivation, and achieve-
ment in the classroom. Thus, it is important to 
consider whether there are things schools can do 
to help parents provide more autonomy support. 
Though there is no specifi c research on this ques-
tion, work on why parents provide more control 
can identify areas of possible intervention. 

 There has been some work suggesting that the 
pressure parents experience may predict their 
autonomy-supportive and controlling practices. 
For example, Grolnick, Gurland, DeCourcey, and 
Jacob  (  2002  )  examined the role of evaluative 
pressure in infl uencing mothers’ behavior while 
they worked on tasks in the laboratory with their 
children. Mother-child dyads were asked to com-
plete two homework-like tasks, a map task and a 
poem task. Dyads were assigned to either a high-
pressure condition, in which the experimenter 
told them their child would be evaluated and that 
there were performance standards, or a low-
pressure condition in which there was no men-
tion of performance standards. Children also 
completed a questionnaire which assessed the 
extent to which they perceived their mother as 
being autonomy-supportive or controlling. On 
the poem task, mothers in the high-pressure con-
dition used more controlling practices with their 
children, whether or not their style was more 
autonomy-supportive or controlling. On the map 
task, observers rated controlling mothers in the 

high-pressure condition as more controlling in 
their nonverbal behavior and in their practices 
than controlling mothers in the low-pressure con-
dition or autonomy-supportive mothers in either 
of the two manipulation groups. Autonomy-
supportive mothers, however, did not appear 
infl uenced by the pressure manipulation. The 
fi ndings underscore the importance of individual 
differences and situational factors, such as pres-
sure, in predicting autonomy-supportive versus 
controlling parental practices. 

 While Grolnick et al.  (  2002  )  looked at in-the-
moment pressure that parents experienced in the 
laboratory, another type of pressure that may be 
particularly salient for parents is their perception 
of threat in society. Gurland and Grolnick  (  2003  )  
found that mothers who perceived the world 
as threatening (a world in which there is little 
predictability, a lack of security, and limited 
resources) endorsed more controlling attitudes 
and values and used more controlling behaviors 
with their children compared to mothers who 
perceived less threat in their child’s current and 
future environment. The researchers interpreted 
these fi ndings as suggesting that mothers who 
perceive threat in the world may try to ensure 
outcomes by over-directing their children’s 
behavior and problem-solving for them. Although 
well intentioned, this may actually undermine 
children’s own autonomous self-regulation and 
motivation. 

 Findings that pressure infl uences parents’ pro-
vision of autonomy support have important impli-
cations for ways in which school-home 
partnerships are designed. For example, several 
programs have been developed that encourage 
parents to be involved in their children’s home-
work. It seems particularly necessary for schools 
and teachers to clarify this role for parents, stress-
ing that these homework assignments are not 
evaluative, but instead are used to provide infor-
mation to the teacher about children’s progress. In 
this way, parents will not feel pressured for their 
child to meet performance standards or feel com-
pelled to “take over” when their child is struggling 
to ensure achievement. This seems particularly 
important in light of Pomerantz and Eaton’s  (  2001  )  
fi nding that mothers of low-achieving children 
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were more likely to use intrusive practices such as 
checking or helping their child with homework 
without the child’s request.  

   Summary and Future Directions 

 Student engagement is a key outcome for stu-
dents as it is through active participation that stu-
dents best learn. The description of Mr. Jones’ 
sixth grade class at the beginning of the chapter 
illustrates what this engagement can look like, 
particularly in the context of family involvement. 
Our examination of families, students, and 
schools suggests the important role that families 
play in facilitating student engagement. In par-
ticular, our chapter focuses on the important con-
tributions of parental autonomy support, 
involvement, and structure to student engage-
ment. It also illustrates the challenges families 
face in providing resources to children and the 
crucial role that schools can play in fostering par-
ent engagement. Through their attitudes and 
practices, schools can help families provide facil-
itative contexts for children. At the same time, 
parent involvement, autonomy support, and 
structure at home can boost schools’ missions to 
develop engaged, committed learners. Clearly, it 
is only through an active partnership that the 
optimal context for student engagement is 
possible. 

 We end with some future directions for 
research:
    1.    While there has been work, much of which we 

have reviewed in this chapter, that has explored 
how schools can help caregivers provide facil-
itative resources to their children, future 
research needs to address the bidirectionality 
of these home-school relations. There has 
been some evidence suggesting that while 
schools affect parent behavior, parents can 
also have a powerful infl uence on teacher 
behaviors and school climate. For instance, 
Epstein and Dauber  (  1991  )  found that teach-
ers who believed parents shared their beliefs 
about the importance of a strong home-school 
connection had more positive attitudes about 
involving parents and made more active efforts 

to make contact and interact with families. 
Hoover-Dempsey, Bassler, and Brissie  (  1992  )  
suggested that the correlation they uncovered 
between parent involvement and teacher self-
effi cacy could indicate that teachers with 
higher self-effi cacy are more likely to involve 
parents  or  that when parents are involved in 
the classroom, teachers actually develop 
higher levels of teaching self-effi cacy. 
Certainly more research is needed that consid-
ers family-school relationships in more bidi-
rectional and transactional frameworks.  

    2.    Just as the investigation into environmental 
infl uences on parent involvement has proven 
immensely productive, research on the school 
and community factors that promote parent 
autonomy support and structure would likely 
make valuable contributions to our under-
standing of student engagement in context. 
What demographic characteristics, teacher 
attitudes, and school programming affect 
autonomy support and structure? And how do 
these factors translate into student engage-
ment and achievement outcomes? Grolnick 
and colleagues provide some preliminary 
answers with their work on evaluative pres-
sure and threat; however, there is much more 
to learn. Further research can inform our 
development of home-school partnerships 
such that they promote more optimally facili-
tative family contexts for children.  

    3.    Another key direction for future research is to 
focus on the needs and circumstances of tradi-
tionally hard to reach families. As was seen in 
the Grolnick et al.  (  1997a  )  study, teacher 
efforts to involve families may not reach 
stressed families or those with limited 
resources, as barriers such as time, transporta-
tion, and language may interfere. Further, 
teachers’ and parents’ assumptions and atti-
tudes about parents’ roles in student learning 
may not coincide (Christenson,  2004  ) . Finally, 
research on social capital (Horvat et al.,  2003  )  
suggests that families with limited economic 
resources may not have the same interpersonal 
resources, such as network ties connecting 
parents of school peers, which are key in helping 
parents effectively intervene in school issues. 
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Such fi ndings point to the need for schools to 
identify and overcome these logistical, struc-
tural, and interpersonal barriers through 
active communication between families and 
schools and innovative approaches such as 
fl exible meeting times (e.g., alter nating eve-
ning and morning activities) and provision of 
transportation, babysitting, and translation 
services.  

    4.    Finally, our review suggests the need for more 
research on interventions targeting families. 
More information is needed on the kinds of 
programs that are most effective in increasing 
positive interactions between families and 
schools. Further, as suggested by Christenson 
and Carlson ( 2005 ), when successful programs 
are identifi ed, research addressing the key fea-
tures responsible for such success and the pro-
cesses through which they ultimately affect 
student engagement is crucial. Isolating the 
active ingredients of effective approaches can 
provide crucial information to schools attempt-
ing to create active partnerships.     
 The engagement literature to date covers tre-

mendous ground in illuminating the complex 
relations among families, schools, and children, 
but there is still much more to learn. Fascinating 
research questions abound regarding how these 
transactions ultimately impact students and how 
to apply this knowledge toward a worthy goal of 
parents, educators, and community members 
alike, fostering motivation, engagement, and love 
of learning in future generations.      
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  Abstract 

 Classrooms are complex social systems, and student-teacher relationships 
and interactions are also complex, multicomponent systems. We posit that 
the nature and quality of relationship interactions between teachers and 
students are fundamental to understanding student engagement, can be 
assessed through standardized observation methods, and can be changed 
by providing teachers knowledge about developmental processes relevant 
for classroom interactions and personalized feedback/support about their 
interactive behaviors and cues. When these supports are provided to teach-
ers’ interactions, student engagement increases. In this chapter, we focus 
on the theoretical and empirical links between interactions and engagement 
and present an approach to intervention designed to increase the quality of 
such interactions and, in turn, increase student engagement and, ultimately, 
learning and development. Recognizing general principles of development 
in complex systems, a theory of the classroom as a setting for development, 
and a theory of change specifi c to this social setting are the ultimate goals 
of this work. Engagement, in this context, is both an outcome in its own 
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    Introduction 

 Students spend at least one-quarter of their wak-
ing hours in schools, most of it in classrooms, 
one of the most proximal and potentially power-
ful settings for infl uencing children and youth. 
Students’ relationships and interactions with 
teachers either produce or inhibit developmental 
change to the extent that they engage, meaning-
fully challenge, and provide social and relational 
supports. In this sense, relationships between 
teachers and students refl ect a classroom’s capac-
ity to promote development, and it is precisely in 
this way that relationships and interactions are 
the key to understanding engagement. As just one 
example of this connection between engagement 
and relationships, the National Research Council 
(NRC,  2004  )  published a groundbreaking recast-
ing of settings in terms of features that engage 
developmental mechanisms in adolescence in 
positive, promotive ways. Notably, the NRC 
report shifted discussions from how various con-
texts (e.g., classrooms, clubs) and programs 
should focus on reducing the rate of problems in 
child and adolescent development to one that rec-
ognizes that perhaps the best way for these con-
texts to benefi t youth is to emphasize the positive 
ways that relational experiences in these settings 
provide children and youth experiences that draw 
them in—that engage with their desires and needs 
for feeling competent and connected to others. 
From the perspective of the NRC report, relation-
ships are a mechanism or medium through which 
settings engage developmental processes. 

 Building on extensive observational work that 
had been underway in early childhood settings 
for the past two decades, as well as a very com-
pelling literature demonstrating the value of 
adult-child relationships for promoting compe-
tence in the    birth to 8 years period (see Pianta, 
Hamre, & Stuhlman,  2003  ) , we embarked on a 

program of study to conceptualize, measure, and 
ultimately improve the quality of teacher-child 
relationships through a focus on their interac-
tions, starting in the preschool and early elemen-
tary period. This work resulted in an observational 
tool for assessing interactions in early childhood 
and elementary classrooms, the Classroom 
Assessment Scoring System (CLASS; Pianta, La 
Paro, & Hamre,  2004  ) ; an accompanying concep-
tualization of classrooms, the CLASS framework 
(Hamre, Pianta, Mashburn, & Downer,  2010  ) ; 
and an approach to enhancing the quality of 
teacher-child interactions that we call 
MyTeachingPartner. Recently, we extended this 
approach to measuring and improving relation-
ships to middle and high school classrooms 
(Pianta, Hamre, & Mintz,  2010  ) . As we have 
deepened this work in the early grades and 
extended these ideas toward classrooms serving 
older children, evidence has been revealed not 
only for the NRC report but also for the recasting 
of classrooms as contexts in which perhaps the 
key mechanism through which classroom expe-
riences add value for development is through the 
pivotal role of student-teacher relationships in 
the very process of engagement. 

 In our view, and refl ected throughout this 
chapter, engagement is a relational process. It 
refl ects students’ cognitive, emotional, behav-
ioral, and motivational states and capacities but is 
conditioned in part on interpersonal relationships 
as activators and organizers of these states and 
capacities in the service of some larger develop-
mental task or aim (Allen & Allen,  2009 ; Crosnoe, 
 2000 ; Dornbusch, Glasgow, & Lin,  1996 ; Eccles, 
Lord, & Midgley,  1991  ) . From this perspective, 
engagement is best understood by understanding 
relationships and their behavioral expression in 
interpersonal interactions in the classroom—
through observation of exchanges and interpre-
tation of their value and meaning with regard 
to fostering opportunity to learn and develop. 

right and a mediator of impacts that teachers have on student outcomes 
through their interactions with children and youth. In light of this discus-
sion, we offer suggestions or directions for further research in this area.    
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Engagement refl ects relationally mediated par-
ticipation in opportunity. 

 In this chapter, we describe this and related 
work in an effort to frame conceptually the dis-
cussion of student engagement not as a property 
of a child but rather as embedded in interactions 
and relationships. We organize our discussion in 
three main sections: the fi rst provides a depiction 
of classrooms as a relational setting for develop-
ment, the second describes efforts to conceptu-
alize and measure teacher-student classroom 
interactions, and the third reports early results 
from efforts to enhance engagement in class-
rooms as a function of improving the quality of 
teacher-student interactions. 

   Underperformance of the Classroom 
Setting as a Context for Youth 
Development 

 There is little question that academic achieve-
ment, personal well-being, and civic-related 
outcomes for children and adolescents are in 
dire need of improvement and enhancement 
(Carbonaro & Gamoran,  2002 ; National Center 
for Education Statistics [NCES],  2003  ) . For all 
of the resources devoted to schooling, the capa-
city of classrooms as settings that promote and 
enhance development is sorely lacking. For 
example, adolescents report that social and task-
related disengagement and alienation are directly 
tied to classroom experiences that are discon-
nected from youths’ developmental needs and 
motivations (Crosnoe,  2000 ; Dornbusch et al., 
 1996 ; Eccles et al.,  1991  ) . Youth describe school 
experiences as irrelevant and lacking appropriate 
and meaningful challenges. These patterns are 
exacerbated dramatically for youth attending 
schools in low-income communities, rural com-
munities, large schools, and for those with histo-
ries of poor achievement or problem behavior 
(e.g., Crosnoe,  2001 ; Eccles, Lord, Roeser, 
Barber, & Jozefowicz,  1997  ) . 

 Even more disconcerting is recent evidence 
from observational studies of large samples of 
fi fth grade classrooms that the nature and quality 

of the instructional and social supports actually 
offered to early adolescents in classrooms is gen-
erally low and even lower for the groups noted 
above. Moreover, fi ndings from studies of large 
and diverse samples of middle schools demon-
strate quite clearly that competitive, standards-
driven instruction in decontextualized skills and 
knowledge contributes directly to this sense of 
alienation and disengagement (Eccles et al., 
 1997 ; Shouse,  1996  ) . Engagement in school 
begins to decline early in adolescence, and by 
entry into high school this decline is pronounced 
to the point where more than half of high school 
students from all types of schools report that they 
do not take their school or their studies seriously 
(Marks,  2000 ; Steinberg, Brown, & Dornbusch, 
 1996  ) . Further, adolescents bring their peers 
along with them: doing well in school switches 
from being a positively valued behavior among 
peers in childhood to a somewhat negatively val-
ued behavior by mid-adolescence. Yet, engage-
ment and intrinsic motivation become pivotal in 
adolescence, as students at this age have the 
means to not only withdraw energy from educa-
tional pursuits but also the ability to drop out 
altogether (NRC,  2004  ) . 

 With regard to achievement outcomes, there is 
recent evidence that middle and high school 
youth are underperforming in relation to expecta-
tions set by state standards tests and in interna-
tional competitions. Moreover, performance gaps 
related to culture, race, and income are not clos-
ing despite years of rhetoric and attention (NCES, 
 2003  ) . For example, after years of standards-
based educational reform under No Child Left 
Behind (NCLB), roughly 40% of poor or African-
American eighth graders in Virginia perform 
below standards for reading achievement, and the 
corresponding rates of failure for youth in the 
District of Columbia are close to 80% (Aratani, 
 2006  ) . These rates of failure in reading, which 
was one of the spurs for NCLB, refl ect a funda-
mental misunderstanding of the mechanisms by 
which students are engaged through relationships 
and the need to reconceptualize and redesign 
how we support teachers to build upon and foster 
relationships with students. 
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 Consider a second target of school reform, 
the dropout rate. Fewer than 60% of ninth grad-
ers in certain demographic groups (NCES,  2003  )  
actually graduate 4 years later. Yet for 10 years, 
decreasing the dropout rate has been a singular 
focus of most secondary schools, and the average 
 annual  dropout rate remains near 10% and ranges 
up for some groups. These fi gures make strik-
ingly clear that the high school classroom as a 
setting for youth development is fundamentally 
fl awed. Put another way, it does not appear to us 
that the central problem in school reform is cur-
riculum, school/class size, or outcomes assess-
ment but rather the extent to which teachers are 
supported to interact with students and form rela-
tionships with them that engage them in opportu-
nities to learn and develop. 

 Youth report that they are highly concerned 
with the actual experiences they have in class-
room settings, which they fi nd lacking in terms 
of supportive relationships that draw them into 
meaningful challenges and competence-building 
experiences (Crosnoe,  2001 ; Csikszentmihalyi 
& Schneider,  2000 ; Marks,  2000 ; NRC,  2004 ; 
Roeser, Eccles, & Sameroff,  2000  ) . Perhaps they 
are right, and the capacity of schools to support 
youth development, particularly for “high risk” 
youth, depends on whether the relationships and 
interactions among students and teachers within 
a classroom offer a developmentally meaningful 
and challenging experience (NRC). Because 
teacher-student    interactions embody the rela-
tional capacity of the classroom to promote posi-
tive development, our focus is on improving and 
changing these relationships and interactions 
and involves working with teachers. Thus, our 
theory and method of change is centered on 
teachers’ relationships and interactions with 
students.  

   A Theory of Engagement 
Within Classroom Settings 

 We start with a brief description of a typical class-
room experience in a school in the United States, 
public or private, regardless of grade or content 
area. Whether based on observations of teacher-

student interactions or youth reports, experiences 
in classrooms too often fail to capitalize on stu-
dent interests, goals, and motivation and rather 
promote disengagement and alienation. One 
cannot read these accounts and escape the sense 
that school and classroom settings and the 
adults responsible for their quality are simply not 
involved relationally (Crosnoe,  2000 ; Dornbusch 
et al.,  1996 ; Eccles et al.,  1991  ) . Yet, despite this 
generally dismal picture of classrooms, it is also 
true that nearly every student can describe, with 
enthusiasm and passion, a relationship with a 
teacher that they felt was meaningful and impor-
tant to them, often with considerable evidence to 
back up those claims (Resnick et al.,  1997  ) . 

 The impressions gleaned from youth reports 
are confi rmed in observations, some of which are 
ethnographic in nature while others rely on large-
scale assessments of hundreds of classrooms. For 
example, evidence gleaned from observing large 
numbers of typical American classrooms in fi rst, 
third, and fi fth grades shows clearly that the 
nature and quality of adult-student interactions in 
classrooms are lacking in the kind of assets out-
lined in the NRC report  . For example, in the 
NICHD Study of Early Child Care and Youth 
Development observations in more than 2,500 
elementary classrooms, of the opportunities for 
academic activities and learning to which a typi-
cal student is exposed, more than 85% of those 
opportunities take place in the context of teacher-
directed whole group instruction or individual 
seatwork, in contrast to small-group work that 
might capitalize on teacher-student relationships 
as key mediators of engagement. The typical stu-
dent interacted with their teacher (individually or 
in a small group) fewer than four times in an hour, 
and in most cases, these exchanges were perfunc-
tory and compliance-directed. Furthermore, most 
instructional exchanges had a pronounced and 
almost singular focus on performing basic skills, 
tasks that require a discrete answer that is correct 
or not rather than eliciting analysis, reasoning, or 
problem-solving around a more ambiguous chal-
lenge. From a relational standpoint, these 
exchanges were devoid of personal, emotional, 
motivational properties that would engage the 
student in the task at hand. Recalling the NRC 
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report’s emphasis on meaningful challenges for 
cognitive development (as well as recent calls for 
raising standards for “twenty-fi rst century skills”), 
this focus on basic skills neglects the ways in 
which reasoning, problem-solving, and more 
advanced cognition can be a force for engaging 
students in activities that are highly salient devel-
opmentally but which also require relational sup-
ports to sustain students’ participation. Despite 
rhetoric that paints a picture of middle and high 
school as challenging and interesting, the actual 
experiences youth have in classroom settings 
(observed or reported) are often lacking in terms 
of meaningful challenges, supportive relationships, 
and competence-building opportunities (Crosnoe, 
 2001 ; Csikszentmihalyi & Schneider,  2000 ; 
Marks,  2000 ; NRC,  2002 ; Roeser et al.,  2000  ) . 

 Schools all fundamentally rise or fall on the 
success of what occurs within the classroom (e.g., 
Crosnoe,  2001 ; Nye, Konstantopoulos, & Hedges, 
 2004 ; Resnick et al.,  1997  )  Ironically, close obser-
vation of most any secondary school in America 
reveals that adolescents—both at risk and high 
functioning—often display remarkably high 
degrees of motivation and engagement within the 
school setting. Rarely, however, does this occur 
 within  the classroom. High school hallways, play-
ing fi elds, and lunchrooms literally brim over with 
youthful energy, excitement, and enthusiasm. 
Intense interactions occur in sports and extracur-
ricular activities, and interactions with peers dom-
inate students’ perception of the social ecology of 
school. It is only when these students enter their 
classroom that energy levels decline precipitously, 
and it is rare that a given student will “connect” 
with a teacher or material in classroom or subject 
area in such a way that they perform at high lev-
els of capacity or “fl ow” (Csikszentmihalyi & 
Schneider,  2000  ) . The classroom setting looks 
equally bleak from the perspective of teachers, 
who are also dropping out and becoming more 
disengaged. Fifteen percent of the entire teaching 
workforce turns over every year. Rates of teachers 
leaving the profession are increasing. And those 
who stay report a sense of malaise and frustra-
tion—they feel their job is getting harder and they 
have fewer tools with which to work and feel 
effective (Hart, Stroot, Yinger, & Smith,  2005  ) . 

 A fundamental principle in addressing the 
chronically resource-starved classroom is that 
modifying the classroom as a relational setting 
to engage children and youth more fully may 
be the single best way to unleash and expand 
the level of  human resources  (e.g., relationships 
and interpersonal interactions) available to the 
educational process (Sarason,  1982  ) . Below, we 
discuss three features of classrooms likely to 
infl uence levels of behavioral/psychological 
engagement—relational supports, competence 
supports, and relevance. These features form the 
core theoretical foundation of our subsequent 
efforts to assess and improve the relational prop-
erties of classrooms and, thereby, engagement. 

 Understanding the primary role of interactions 
and relationships in creating the capacity for chil-
dren and youth to engage the classroom as a set-
ting for development is a fundamental precursor to 
understanding our approach to measuring interac-
tions and to  changing  classroom settings’ capacity 
for engagement. Readers will recognize applica-
tions and extensions of Vygotsky’s  (  1978,   1991  )  
ideas about the contextualized nature of learning 
and development and close, interdependent con-
nection among relational supports, task-related 
challenges, and learning. Pianta  (  1999  )  also has 
discussed the connection between classroom con-
texts and learning in terms of the relational, struc-
tural, and motivational affordances available in 
classrooms. Central to each of these perspectives, 
and elaborated below, is an appreciation of engage-
ment as a contextualized process mediated by rela-
tionships and interpersonal interactions. 

   Relational Supports 
 As a behavior setting, the classroom runs on 
interactions between and among participants: the 
relationship between the student and the teacher 
and the relationships of students with one another. 
These relationships and their value emotionally, 
instrumentally, and psychologically are funda-
mental supports to the value of their experience 
in the classroom setting for furthering develop-
ment. It is not an overstatement to suggest that 
most children and adolescents  live  for their social 
relationships (Collins & Repinski,  1994  ) , and for 
many young people, relationships with teachers 
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are core organizers of experience; they are funda-
mental to core developmental functions. Yet, the 
qualities of teacher-student relationships are fre-
quently afterthoughts in battles over curricula, 
testing, school structure, and funding. Positive 
relationships with adults are perhaps the single 
most important ingredient in promoting positive 
student development. For example, when teachers 
learn to make modest efforts to form a personal 
connection with their adolescent students—such 
that the students feel known—they can dramati-
cally enhance student motivation in school 
and emotional functioning outside of school 
(Roeser, Eccles, & Sameroff,  1998 ; Skinner, 
Zimmer-Gembeck, & Connell,  1998  ) . In the 
early grades, when teachers spend nondirective 
individual time with children who they fi nd 
challenging, the disruptive behavior of these 
students drops, and teachers report more har-
monious and learning-oriented interactions 
(Mashburn et al.,  2008  ) . 

 Adolescents report both that they would learn 
more if their teachers cared about them person-
ally and that such personal connections are rare 
(Public Agenda,  1997  ) . A close, supportive rela-
tionship with a teacher is a key feature distin-
guishing at-risk children and adolescents who 
succeed in school from those who do not (Pianta, 
Steinberg, & Rollins,  1995 ; Resnick et al.,  1997  ) , 
and youths’ sense of social connection within set-
tings predicts outcomes ranging from higher 
achievement scores to greater student engage-
ment and more positive academic attitudes (Bryk 
& Driscoll,  1988 ; Bryk, Lee, & Holland,  1993 ; 
Connell & Wellborn,  1991 ; Crosnoe, Johnson, 
& Elder,  2004 ; Ryan & Deci,  2000 ; see also, 
NRC,  2004 , for extended review of other similar 
fi ndings). Notably, even for relatively highly 
motivated late adolescents in college, recent 
experimental work has shown that a sense of iso-
lation can signifi cantly reduce energy for intel-
lectual pursuits and that this reduction is powerful 
enough to temporarily depress results on IQ tests 
(Baumeister, Twenge, & Nuss,  2002  ) , while 
increasing irrational and risk-taking behavior 
(Twenge, Catanese, & Baumeister,  2002  ) . Thus, 
regardless of age or grade, interpersonal relational 
supports provided through teachers’ interactions 

with students are a fundamental facet of class-
rooms’ capacity to support development.  

   Autonomy/Competence Supports 
 Children and youth are engaged by challenges 
that are within reach and that provide a sense of 
self-effi cacy and control: experiences that offer 
challenges viewed as “older” or adultlike but for 
which appropriate scaffolding and support are 
provided (Bandura, Barbaranelli, Caprara, & 
Pastorelli,  1996 ; Eccles et al.,  1993  ) . Any setting 
that intends to advance development and learning 
outcomes for children or youth must carefully 
craft the nature of experience it provides in order 
to give participants a developmentally calibrated 
sense of control, autonomy, choice, and mastery. 
Absent these considerations or in settings that 
rely on approaches characterized as overly top-
down or passive, in which teachers are over- or 
underinvolved, classrooms are doomed to be 
places lacking in engaged participants. For exam-
ple, one of the most tragically avoidable errors 
that some secondary school teachers make is to 
assume that youth strivings for autonomy and 
self-expression represent negative forces to be 
countered rather than positive energy to be har-
nessed. This basic misunderstanding of adoles-
cent development (one often promoted in teacher 
education courses and reinforced by school poli-
cies) then takes form in highly controlling and 
punitive classroom and school settings and in 
instruction that is highly teacher-driven and dis-
couraging of exploration and curiosity. At the 
other end of the age spectrum, all too often, teach-
ers espouse a “child-centered” or “play-based” 
philosophy around learning and development 
that all too often expresses itself in children wan-
dering around activity centers while teachers are 
not involved in actively scaffolding learning 
(Pianta, Mashburn, Downer, Hamre, & Justice, 
 2008  ) . In both instances, overcontrolled responses 
to adolescents and underinvolved responses to 
young children, adult-child relationships, and 
interactions are not calibrated to developmental 
tendencies of students. This mismatch of class-
room and development results in schools narrow-
ing, rather than expanding, the “space” in which 
zones of proximal development can be created.  
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   Relevance 
 For children and youth, the connection of aca-
demic skills and knowledge to their real-life 
experience is a near-universal property of class-
rooms that foster engagement. Adolescents, like 
adults, deploy a considerable amount of effort in 
attempts to make meaning in their lives. For 
many, adolescence is a period in which this 
becomes a focus for the fi rst time. This process 
ultimately leads to a bias in adolescents’ evalua-
tion of experience (particularly those experiences 
offered by adults) toward choices they view as 
relevant, or connected to their emerging views on 
what is meaningful and what is not. Too often, 
the high school curriculum and the rationales 
behind it are taken as a “given” without recogni-
tion that these rationales need to be made clear to 
each new cohort of students. Drawing even very 
distal connections between what occurs within 
high school and the larger “real world” can alter 
student behavior. For example, involving stu-
dents in signifi cant, real-world, voluntary com-
munity service and then discussing it within the 
classroom in an ongoing way has been found to 
reduce disruptive behavior by 50% in randomly 
controlled trials, with similar effects upon other 
outcomes in youths’ lives as well (Allen, Philliber, 
Herrling, & Kuperminc,  1997  ) . Centuries ago, 
late adolescents were commanding armies and 
running countries (Barzun,  2000  ) . Today, a gen-
eration of children and adolescents who grew up 
with the internet, social networks, and sophisti-
cated video games is confi ned to a classroom for 
hours a day with little vision of how what occurs 
within that classroom relates to the larger world. 

 In the early grades, as we recounted previ-
ously, virtually no instruction occurs that does 
not have a “correct/incorrect” focus. Thinking, 
problem-solving, and reasoning with real-world 
information is conspicuously absent in the vast 
majority of classrooms (see Pianta, Belsky, 
Houts, Morrison, & NICHD ECCRN,  2007  ) . 
When academic learning is almost completely 
organized and focused in this way, there is virtu-
ally no way in which teachers can make the con-
tent or activity relevant. Rather than drawing on 
relationships and interpersonal interactions with 
students as a front-end asset to draw them into 

solving a somewhat ambiguous and perhaps 
uncertain real-life problem, teachers end up rely-
ing on relationships and interactions to cajole or 
to address behavioral disruptions and inattention 
(i.e., disengagement) that are the inevitable 
by-product of miscalibration. 

 Consciously addressing the relevance of what 
occurs within the classroom to the larger world is 
critical to engaging otherwise restless young 
minds. On a smaller scale, teachers may increase 
the relevance of the classroom by making 
repeated, explicit ties between curricular material 
and real-world applications and engaging rela-
tional processes that scaffold participation in 
learning that is somewhat less constricted. The 
key factor here is that the real-world connections 
must be made in ways that are meaningful  as per-
ceived by the student . For some, it may be through 
a very close and comforting emotional connec-
tion to a teacher, while for others it will be through 
a teacher providing challenging problems. 

 These ideas about the central role of teacher-
student interactions and relationships as the pri-
mary mechanism by which student engagement 
is fostered form the basis for our developmen-
tally informed analysis of classroom effects on 
student outcomes. In our view, the capacity of 
classroom settings to engage children and youth 
is the core “criterion” by which they should be 
judged, and the features of relational supports, 
autonomy/competence supports, and relevance 
are how classrooms, through relationships and 
interactions, accomplish that goal. 

 These supports, enacted in teacher-student 
interactions, produce cycles of student engage-
ment, teacher effi cacy, and student performance. 
We suggest that in the best classrooms, these sup-
ports operate in concert to initiate self-reinforcing 
linkages among engaged students, effective 
teachers, and growth in student performance. 
Relationships and interactions in the classroom 
are the media through which relational, compe-
tence, and relevance supports are made available 
to students. In the next section, we present our 
conceptualization and technical approach to 
interactions and relationships between teachers 
and students as the focus of measurement and 
change.   
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   Conceptualizing and Measuring 
Teacher-Student Classroom Interactions 

 To help organize the diverse literatures that 
inform conceptualization and assessment of 
classroom processes, Hamre and Pianta  (  2007  )  
presented the Teaching Through Interactions 
(TTI) framework, a theoretically driven and 
empirically supported system for conceptualiz-
ing, organizing, and measuring classroom inter-
actions between teachers and students into three 
major domains—emotional supports, classroom 
organization, and instructional supports. This 
framework recognizes that the starting point for 
understanding contextual infl uences on develop-
ment is to recognize that development occurs 
through interactions between the capacities and 
skills of the person and the resources available to 
them in various settings, and that this process is 
very dynamic (Bronfenbrenner & Morris,  1998 ; 
Magnusson & Stattin,  1998  ) . 

 A feature of the TTI framework is that the 
latent structure of teacher-child interactions 
applies consistently across grades from preschool 
through to secondary grades; thus, the three-
domain TTI latent structure is hypothesized as 
grade invariant. Critically, although latent struc-
ture is hypothesized as  invariant , the TTI frame-
work refl ects the developmentally relevant 
construct of  heterotypic continuity  and allows for 
variation across grades in the specifi c behavioral 
indicators that refl ect positive and negative fea-
tures of interactions. 

 In the section that follows, we briefl y review 
the three major domains of teacher-student 
interactions described in the TTI framework 
(emotional, organizational, and instructional), 
including a summary of the developmental theo-
ries and empirical studies on which they are 
based. Within each of these three broad domains 
of interaction, we then describe in subsections a 
number of specifi c dimensions that form the basis 
of behavioral interactions and observations of 
interactions. Thus, we present two levels of the 
TTI framework—three broad domains and the 
dimensions of behavioral interactions between 
teachers and students that more specifi cally defi ne 
these domains. Much of what we present below 
is based on work in elementary classrooms; 

however, as is evident in the discussion above 
and in reports such as that of the NRC  (  2004  ) , 
these concepts of the TTI framework and their 
relevance for understanding engagement are 
applicable to adolescents as well.  

   Emotional Interaction Domain 

 Teacher efforts to support students’ social and 
emotional functioning in the classroom, through 
positive facilitation of teacher-student and 
student- student interactions, are key elements of 
effective classroom practice. Two broad areas of 
developmental theory guide much of the work on 
emotional support in classrooms—attachment 
(Ainsworth, Blehar, Waters, & Wall,  1978 ; 
Bowlby,  1969 ; Pianta,  1999  )  and self-determi-
nation theory (Connell & Wellborn,  1991 ; Ryan 
& Deci,  2000 ; Skinner & Belmont,  1993  ) . 
Attachment theorists posit that when parents pro-
vide emotional support, and a predictable, con-
sistent, and safe environment, children become 
more self-reliant and are able to take risks as they 
explore the world because they know that an 
adult will be there to help them if they need it 
(Ainsworth et al.,  1978 ; Bowlby,  1969  ) . This 
theory has been broadly applied to and validated 
in school environments (Birch & Ladd,  1998 ; 
Hamre & Pianta,  2001 ; Howes, Hamilton, & 
Matheson,  1994 ; Lynch & Cicchetti,  1992 ; 
Pianta,  1999  ) . Self-determination (or self-sys-
tems) theory (Connell & Wellborn,  1991 ; Ryan & 
Deci,  2000 ; Skinner & Belmont,  1993  )  suggests 
that children and youth are most motivated to 
learn when adults support their need to feel com-
petent, positively related to others, and autono-
mous. Throughout schooling, students who are 
more emotionally connected to teachers and 
peers demonstrate positive trajectories of devel-
opment in both social and academic domains 
(Hamre & Pianta,  2001 ; Harter,  1996 ; Ladd, 
Birch, & Buhs,  1999 ; Pianta et al.,  1995 ; Roeser 
et al.,  2000 ; Ryan, Stiller, & Lynch,  1994 ; Silver, 
Measelle, Essex, & Armstrong,  2005 ; Wentzel, 
 1998  ) . Within this domain, we focus on behav-
ioral interactions related to emotional climate, 
teacher sensitivity, and regard for student 
perspectives. 
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   Emotional Climate 
 Classrooms are, by their very nature, social 
places. Teachers and children laugh and play 
together, share stories about their lives outside of 
the classroom, and work together to create an 
environment in which all learning occurs. The 
classroom climate can be described along posi-
tive and negative dimensions. Positive climate 
encompasses the degree to which students expe-
rience warm caring relationships with adults and 
peers and enjoy the time they spend in the class-
room. Negative climates are those in which stu-
dents experience frequent yelling, humiliation, or 
irritation in interactions with teachers and peers. 

 The aspect of climate that has been studied 
most extensively in the past 10 years is the nature 
and quality of teachers’ relationships with stu-
dents. There is strong evidence for the salience of 
student-teacher relationships as an important 
context for children’s development (see Pianta 
et al.,  2003  ) ; student-teacher relationships are 
associated with children’s peer competencies 
(e.g., Birch & Ladd,  1998 ; Howes,  2000 ; Howes 
et al.,  1994  )  and trajectories toward academic 
success or failure (Birch & Ladd,  1996,   1998 ; 
Hamre & Pianta,  2001 ; Ladd et al.,  1999 ; Pianta 
et al.,  1995 ; Silver et al.,  2005 ; van Ijzendoorn, 
Sagi, & Lambermon,  1992  ) . There is evidence 
that certain teachers have tendencies to develop 
more positive relationships, across multiple stu-
dents in their classroom, than do others (Hamre, 
Pianta, Downer, & Mashburn,  2005 ; Mashburn, 
Hamre, Downer, & Pianta,  2007  ) . Children and 
youth in classrooms with higher levels of teacher 
support have higher levels of peer acceptance 
and classroom engagement than do their peers in 
less supportive classrooms, even after controlling 
for individual levels of teacher-support (Hughes, 
Zhang, & Hill,  2006  ) .  

   Teacher Sensitivity 
 Teachers provide more than a warm and caring 
social environment. They must be attuned and 
responsive to the individual cues and needs of 
students in their classrooms, a dimension of 
teaching referred to here as teacher sensitivity. 
Highly sensitive teachers, through their consistent, 
timely, and responsive interactions, help students 

see adults as a resource and create environments 
in which students feel safe and free to explore 
and learn (Pianta et al.,  2004  ) . Highly sensitive 
teaching requires teachers to attend to, process, 
and respond to a lot of information simultane-
ously. For example, during whole group instruc-
tion, a sensitive teacher may, within quick 
succession, notice some children not paying 
attention, see that one child is frustrated because 
he does not understand her questions, and observe 
a sad look on a child she knows is generally very 
happy and engaged. The sensitive teacher not 
only notices these subtle cues from students, but 
knows her students well enough to respond in 
ways that help alleviate their problems. She may, 
for example, change the tone of her voice to reen-
gage those students not participating, take a quick 
moment to restate her question in simpler lan-
guage, and make a mental note to check in with 
the sad student at recess. In contrast, an insensi-
tive teacher may completely miss these subtle 
cues or respond in ways that aggravate, rather 
than alleviate, students’ problems. 

 Students in classrooms with sensitive teachers 
are more engaged and self-reliant in the class-
room and have lower levels of mother-reported 
internalizing problems than do those with less 
sensitive teachers (NICHD ECCRN,  2003 ; 
Rimm-Kaufman, Early, & Cox,  2002  ) . Sensitive 
teaching is important to not only social outcomes, 
but also to academic outcomes. For example, 
among a group of preschoolers, those who expe-
rienced more responsive teacher interactions in 
preschool displayed stronger vocabulary and 
decoding skills at the end of fi rst grade (Connor, 
Son, & Hindman,  2005  ) . Sensitivity—timing and 
responsiveness to student cues—is perhaps one 
of the single most important features of interac-
tion in relation to engagement as these behaviors 
on the part of the teacher literally denote the 
extent of calibration in drawing the student 
toward an opportunity.  

   Regard for Students’ Perspectives 
 The final dimension of emotional support is 
the degree to which classrooms and interactions 
are structured around the interests and motiva-
tions of the teacher, versus those of the students. 
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In some classrooms, teachers frequently ask for 
students’ ideas and thoughts, follow students’ 
lead, and provide opportunities for students to 
have a  formative  role in the classroom. In these 
classrooms, students are not just allowed to talk 
but are actively encouraged to talk to one another 
(Pianta et al.,  2004  ) . At the other end of the con-
tinuum are classrooms in which teachers follow 
very scripted plans for how the day should run, 
show little fl exibility or response to students’ 
interests and motivations, and provide few oppor-
tunities for students to express their thoughts or 
to assume responsibility for activities in the class-
room. Teachers in these classrooms may also be 
very controlling of student movement, requiring, 
for example, young children to sit quietly on the 
rug with their legs crossed and hands in their laps 
for long periods of time, or for older children, 
requiring long stretches of drill. 

 Children and adolescents report more positive 
feelings about school, display more motivation, 
and are more engaged when they experience 
more student-focused and autonomy-supportive 
instruction (deKruif, McWilliam, Ridley, & 
Wakely,  2000 ; Gutman & Sulzby,  2000 ; Pianta, 
La Paro, Payne, Cox, & Bradley,  2002 ; Valeski & 
Stipek,  2001  ) . Students in more teacher-directed 
classrooms have higher levels of internalizing 
problems (NICHD ECCRN,  2003  ) . There are 
some fi ndings, however, suggesting that the opti-
mal level of teacher control may vary depending 
on factors such as learning objectives (Brophy & 
Good,  1986 ; Soar & Soar,  1979  )  and grade 
(Valeski & Stipek,  2001  ) . Interestingly, there is 
ample support that adolescents also thrive when 
given some degree of control and choice over 
their learning (NRC,  2004  ) .   

   Classroom Organization Domain 

 Educational research and practice place tremen-
dous emphasis on the role of organization and 
management in creating a well-functioning class-
room. In the TTI framework, classroom organi-
zation is the domain of teacher-student interactions 
through which teachers organize  behavior ,  time , 

and  attention  (Emmer & Stough,  2001  ) . Teachers 
using more effective behavior management 
strategies (Arnold, McWilliams, & Arnold,  1998 ; 
Emmer & Strough,  2001 ; Evertson, Emmer, 
Sanford, & Clements,  1983 ; Evertson & Harris, 
 1999  ) , having more organized and routine man-
agement structures (Bohn, Roehrig, & Pressley, 
 2004 ; Cameron, Connor, & Morrison,  2005  ) , and 
implementing strategies that make students active 
participants in classroom activities (Bowman & 
Stott,  1994 ; Bruner,  1996 ; Rogoff,  1990 ; 
Vygotsky,  1978  )  have less oppositional behavior, 
higher levels of engagement in learning, and ulti-
mately, students who learn more. Thus, the 
dimensions of teacher-student interaction that are 
refl ected in the classroom organization domain 
include effective behavior management, produc-
tivity, and learning formats. 

   Effective Behavior Management 
 Behavior management is a term that is often 
applied to a broad spectrum of classroom man-
agement strategies, including teachers’ abilities 
to engage students and make constructive use of 
time. Within the TTI framework, behavior man-
agement is defi ned more narrowly as teacher-
student interactions intended to  promote positive 
behavior  and  prevent or terminate misbehavior  
in the classroom. There is general consensus 
around a set of practices associated with more 
positive student behavior including: (a) provid-
ing clear and consistent behavioral expectations; 
(b) monitoring the classroom for potential prob-
lems and proactively preventing problems rather 
than being reactive; (c) effi ciently redirecting 
minor misbehavior before it escalates; (d) using 
positive, proactive strategies such as praising 
positive behavior rather than calling attention to 
misbehavior; and (e) spending a minimal amount 
of time on behavior management issues (Emmer 
& Stough,  2001 ; Pianta et al.,  2004  ) . At the low 
end of this dimension, classrooms are chaotic 
with very few consistently enforced rules and a 
great deal of student misbehavior. 

 Most of the research on behavior management 
was conducted by process-product researchers in 
the 1970s and 1980s with studies consistently 
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showing that classrooms with positive behavior 
management tend to have students who make 
greater academic progress (Good & Grouws, 
 1977 ; Soar & Soar,  1979  ) . Intervention studies 
suggest that teachers who adopt these types of 
practices after training are more likely than teach-
ers in control groups to have students who are 
engaged and learning (Emmer & Strough,  2001 ; 
Evertson & Harris,  1999 ; Evertson et al.,  1983  ) . 
Surprisingly, researchers have yet to examine the 
extent to which these specifi c behavioral strate-
gies are associated with the more recent concept 
of self-regulated learning behaviors, though prior 
work would suggest clear linkages.  

   Productivity 
 In productive classrooms, teachers are not only 
effective managers of behavior, but are well orga-
nized, spend a minimal amount of time on basic 
management activities such as taking attendance 
or passing out and collecting homework, and are 
prepared for instructional activities so that little 
time is lost in transition. Highly productive class-
rooms may resemble a “well-oiled machine” in 
which everyone in the classroom seems to know 
what is expected of them and how to go about 
doing it (Pianta et al.,  2004  ) . In contrast, when 
teachers do not manage time effi ciently, students 
may spend extraordinary amounts of time look-
ing for materials, waiting for the next activity, or 
simply sitting around. 

 Early work by process-product researchers 
focused attention on the importance of time man-
agement, providing consistent evidence that stu-
dents are most engaged in productive classrooms, 
and that this engagement is, in turn, directly asso-
ciated with student learning (Brophy & Evertson, 
 1976 ; Coker, Medley, & Soar,  1980 ; Good & 
Grouws,  1979 ; Stallings,  1975 ;    Stallings, Cory, 
Fairweather, & Needels, 1978). Several more 
recent studies suggest that teachers observed to 
foster productive classrooms spend more time 
creating effi cient routines at the beginning of the 
school year and that this early investment pays 
off for students and teachers by enabling them to 
spend less time in transition and more time in 
child-managed activities later in the school year 
(Bohn et al.,  2004 ; Cameron et al.,  2005  ) .  

   Instructional Learning Formats 
 The instructional learning formats dimension of 
interaction focuses directly on the extent to which 
teachers provide interesting activities, instruc-
tion, centers/projects, and materials and facilitate 
those activities so that students are actively 
engaged through various modalities. Consistent 
with constructivist theories as well as informa-
tion-processing views of learning and cognition 
(Bowman & Stott,  1994 ; Bruner,  1996 ; Rogoff, 
 1990 ; Vygotsky,  1978  ) , formats for instruction 
should foster  active  participation in a specifi c 
learning opportunity such that the students are 
not only participating behaviorally but they are 
engaged cognitively as well. In classrooms low 
on this dimension, teachers may rely on one for-
mat, typically lecture, and fail to format instruc-
tion or provide opportunity for interaction that 
foster students’ engagement. Again, formatting 
instruction developmentally is not solely contin-
gent on the  type  of instruction or number of mate-
rials a teacher uses but rather how effectively the 
teacher interacts to use instruction and materials 
to engage students (Rimm-Kaufman, La Paro, 
Downer, & Pianta,  2005  ) .   

   Instructional Interaction Domain 

 Instructional methods have been put in the spot-
light in recent years, as more emphasis has been 
placed on the translation of cognitive science, 
learning, and developmental research to educa-
tional environments (Carver & Klahr,  2001  ) . The 
theoretical foundation for the conceptualization 
of instructional supports in the TTI framework 
comes primarily from research on cognitive and 
language development (e.g., Carver & Klahr, 
 2001 ; Catts, Fey, Zhang, & Tomblin, 2001; Fujiki, 
Brinton, & Clarke,  2002 ; Romberg, Carpenter, & 
Dremock,  2005 ; Taylor, Pearson, Peterson, & 
Rodriguez,  2003 ; Vygotsky,  1991 ; Wharton-
McDonald, Pressley, & Hampston,  1998  ) . This 
literature highlights the distinction between sim-
ply learning facts and gaining “usable knowl-
edge,” which is built upon learning how facts are 
interconnected, organized, and conditioned upon 
one another (Bransford, Brown, & Cocking, 
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 1999 ; Mayer,  2002  ) . A student’s cognitive and 
language development is contingent on the 
opportunities adults provide to express existing 
skills and scaffold more complex ones (Davis & 
Miyake,  2004 ; Skibbe, Behnke, & Justice,  2004 ; 
Vygotsky,  1991  ) . The development of “metacog-
nitive” skills, or the awareness and understanding 
of one’s thinking processes, is also critical 
(Veenman, Kok, & Blöte,  2005 ; Williams, Blythe, 
& White,  2002  ) . The exemplary work of the 
National Research Council’s series,  How Students 
Learn  (Donovan & Bransford,  2005  ) , summa-
rizes research across disciplines to emphasize 
how specifi c teaching strategies can enhance stu-
dents’ development and application of these core 
thinking skills (Bransford et al.,  1999  ) . Within 
this broad, cognitively focused defi nition of 
instruction, we describe below three aspects of 
teachers’ interactions with students that not only 
promote engagement but student learning out-
comes as well. 

   Concept Development 
 Through instructional behaviors, conversations, 
and activities, teachers foster students’ develop-
ment of  concepts and higher-order thinking skills  
(Pianta et al.,  2004  ) . In an extension of Bloom’s 
Taxonomy (Bloom, Engelhart, Furst, Hill, & 
Krathwohl,  1956  ) , Mayer  (  2002  )  offers a helpful 
description of the teaching and learning practices 
associated with the development of these cogni-
tive skills. According to Mayer, learning requires 
not only the acquisition of knowledge (retention), 
but the ability to access and apply this knowledge 
in new situations (transfer). Teachers can facili-
tate this transfer process by providing students 
with opportunities to:  understand —build con-
nections between new and previous knowledge; 
 apply —use procedures and knowledge to help 
solve new problems;  analyze —divide informa-
tion into meaningful parts;  evaluate —make con-
clusions based on criteria or standards; and 
 create —put pieces of knowledge together to pro-
duce new ideas. These features of students’ cog-
nitive engagement are directly promoted through 
teacher-student interactions. At the high end of 
this dimension, teachers are opportunists who not 
only plan activities in ways that will stimulate 

higher-order thinking, but they take advantage of 
the moment-to-moment opportunities  within  their 
daily interactions to push students toward deeper 
thinking. In contrast, in classrooms low on con-
cept development, interactions between teachers 
and students focus on  remembering  facts, or simple 
tasks in which they must  recognize  or  recall  
information. 

 Interactions that stimulate concept develop-
ment predict greater achievement gains for stu-
dents (Romberg et al.,  2005 ; Taylor et al.,  2003 ; 
Wharton-McDonald et al.,  1998  ) . As noted by 
Brophy  (  1986  ) , this does not require that all of a 
teacher’s questions are “higher level” questions, 
but that there is a balance in which teachers use 
higher level questions to help focus student atten-
tion on the process of learning rather than solely 
on the product. In one recent study, Taylor and 
colleagues  (  2003  )  examined the role of these 
teacher practices in reading development among 
children in 88 high-poverty classrooms (fi rst to 
fi fth grade) across the United States. They 
observed in classrooms three times over the 
course of the year and examined growth in a ran-
domly selected nine students per classroom. 
Their observations consisted of mixed methods 
in which they collected quantitative information 
on the types and frequency of questions used by 
teachers, as well as detailed qualitative informa-
tion on teacher practices. Results suggested that 
children in classrooms in which teachers empha-
sized higher-order thinking skills, through ques-
tioning and activities, displayed more reading 
growth over the course of the year.  

   Feedback 
 In order to get the most benefi t from the instruc-
tional opportunities described above, students 
need feedback about their learning. Feedback 
refers to a broad range of teachers’ interactions 
with students in which the teacher provides some 
information back to the student about their per-
formance or effort. Research on feedback has 
typically focused on praise (Brophy & Evertson, 
 1976 ; Stallings,  1975  ) , behavioral feedback, or 
attributional feedback, in which teachers make 
statements to students attributing their perfor-
mance to either ability (e.g., “you did this well 
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because you are a good reader”) or effort (e.g., 
“you did this well because you worked hard”) 
(Burnett,  2003 ; Dohrn & Bryan,  1994 ; Mueller & 
Dweck,  1998  ) . Although the TTI defi nition 
includes these forms of feedback, the focus is on 
feedback that provides students with specifi c 
information about the content or process of learn-
ing. High-quality feedback is described as com-
munication from teachers that provides students 
with specifi c information about not only whether 
or not they are correct (Brophy,  1986  ) , but about 
how they might get to the correct answer, how 
they might perform at a higher level, or how their 
performance meshes with larger goals. Teachers 
providing high-quality feedback provide frequent 
feedback loops or back-and-forth exchanges in 
which a teacher responds to an initial student 
comment by engaging with the student, or group 
of students, in a sustained effort to reach deeper 
understanding (Pianta et al.,  2004  ) . 

 Most research on feedback has focused on 
quantity rather than the quality. For example, 
within a group of elementary, middle, and sec-
ondary Kentucky schools, those identifi ed as suc-
cessful in reducing the achievement gap between 
White and African-American students had teach-
ers who were more likely to provide frequent cor-
rective and immediate feedback to students 
(Meehan, Hughes, & Cavell,  2003  ) ; in this regard, 
timing was clearly important. In studies in which 
quality of feedback was observed, these interac-
tions were associated with gains in literacy and 
language across the preschool and kindergarten 
years (Howes et al.,  2008  )  and a closing of the 
achievement gap among fi rst grade students com-
ing from disadvantaged backgrounds (Hamre & 
Pianta,  2005  ) .  

   Language and Instructional Discourse 
 Children’s ability to navigate the instructional 
and social opportunities in classrooms is depen-
dent in large part on their language skills (Catts, 
Fey, Zhang, & Tomblin,  1999 ; Fujiki et al.,  2002  )  
and in turn requires that teachers engage students 
in conversations that promote the development of 
specifi c language skills such as social language 
and pragmatics (Ninio & Snow,  1999 ; Whitehurst 
et al.,  1988  ) , vocabulary (Justice,  2002 ; Penno, 

Wilkinson, & Moore,  2002  ) , and narrative skills 
(Catts et al.,  1999 ; Zevenbergen, Whitehurst, & 
Zevenbergen,  2003  ) . In classrooms offering high 
levels of language modeling, teachers often con-
verse with students, ask many open-ended ques-
tions, repeat or extend children’s responses, and 
use a variety of words, including more advanced 
language which is explicitly linked to words the 
students already know. Although there is a mix of 
teacher and student talk in these classrooms, there 
is a clear and intentional effort by teachers to pro-
mote students’ language use, including explicit 
attempts to facilitate peer conversations (Justice, 
Mashburn, Hamre, & Pianta,  2008 ; Pianta et al., 
 2004  ) . At the low end, classrooms are dominated 
by teacher talk, and student utterances are rarely 
attended or responded to in any meaningful way. 

 Young children exposed to high-quality lan-
guage modeling, at home and at school, display 
more positive language development (Catts 
et al.,  1999 ; Justice,  2002 ; Ninio & Snow,  1999 ; 
Penno et al.,  2002 ; Reese & Cox,  1999 ; Schuele, 
Rice & Wilcox,  1995 ; Whitehurst et al.,  1988 ; 
Zevenbergen et al.,  2003  )  which, in turn, is asso-
ciated with more positive social adjustment 
(Hemphill & Siperstein,  1990 ; Pianta & Nimetz, 
 1991  )  and greater reading abilities (Catts et al., 
 1999  ) . In one example, Justice, Meier, and 
Walpole  (  2005  )  tested the degree to which 
teacher-child interactions infl uenced kindergar-
ten children’s increases in vocabulary. Results 
suggest that when children are explicitly intro-
duced to new words through providing a defi ni-
tion (e.g., a  marsh  is a very wet place where there 
are wetlands covered with grasses) and using the 
new word in a supportive context (e.g., like, we 
took a boat through the  marsh  and we saw lots of 
birds and alligators), they show greater vocabu-
lary development relative to a comparison group 
(Justice et al.,  2005  ) . In contrast, simple exposure 
to new words through book reading was not asso-
ciated with signifi cant vocabulary gains. 

 In the upper grades, language-related interac-
tions between teachers and students can be char-
acterized in terms of instructional discourse in 
the classroom. Teachers promoting rich instruc-
tional discourse do so through verbal interactions 
that foster exchanges of ideas, concepts, and 



378 R.C. Pianta et al.

perspectives as well as student control over 
 discourse. Because of the fundamental impor-
tance of language as both a social medium and a 
medium for conveying information, teachers’ 
language and their interactions around language 
with and among students are fundamental to the 
ways in which teacher-student interactions are a 
medium for student engagement.   

   Measuring Teacher-Student Interactions 

 When approaching the task of translating the 
Teaching Through Interactions framework into a 
measurement tool for observing teacher-student 
relationships and interactions, we proposed a 
model (Hamre & Pianta,  2007  )  that organizes 
teacher-student interactions at four levels, from 
broad to micro in nature. As described earlier, 
the broad  domain  of emotional supports is 
defi ned in terms of three  dimensions : classroom 
climate, teacher sensitivity, and regard for stu-
dent perspectives. Each dimension is operation-
alized at more granular levels of analysis in terms 
of a set of specifi c  behavioral indicators  that are 
then defi ned in terms of observable  behavioral 
interactions . Classroom climate includes observ-
able behavioral indicators such as the frequency 
and quality of teachers’ affective communica-
tions with students (further specifi ed in terms of 
smiles, positive verbal feedback) as well as the 
degree to which students appear to enjoy spend-
ing time with one another. This multilevel con-
ceptualization of the interactions between a 
student and teacher can be observed in actual 
classroom environments, moving from broad 
theoretically based domains (as described above 
in the TTI framework) to very specifi c behav-
iors. The resulting articulation of the TTI frame-
work into the four levels of description and 
accompanying scaling into examples of interac-
tion from “low” to “high” quality along a seven-
point rating scale is described in the Classroom 
Assessment Scoring System, or CLASS (Pianta, 
Mashburn, et al.,  2008  ) . The CLASS is the mea-
surement tool for observing and evaluating 
teacher-student interactions derived from the 
TTI theoretical framework. 

 In an attempt to test the validity of the three-
domain organization of the TTI across multiple 
grade levels, Hamre and colleagues ( 2010 ) drew 
from a sample of over just under 4,000 preschool 
to fi fth grade classrooms that were a part of sev-
eral large national and regional studies. Results 
of a confi rmatory factor analysis suggested ade-
quate fi t of the three-factor model, and that the fi t 
of this model was superior to a one- or two-factor 
model. This means that all three of the domains 
of teacher-child interactions described in the TTI 
framework and assessed by CLASS are impor-
tant for describing teacher-child interactions and 
understanding the impacts that classrooms have 
on students; no single domain on its own may be 
enough. That is, interactions and relationships 
between teachers and students refl ect a number 
of facets and features, common across grades and 
ages, but nonetheless multidimensional. 

 We also were interested in the extent to which 
classroom processes at different levels (behavior, 
indicator, dimension, domain) predict differen-
tially to outcomes (gains). Put another way, do 
teacher-child interactions encoded at the level of 
dimension based on global 1–7 ratings of teacher-
interaction across a 15–20-min period predict to 
student achievement gains better or worse than 
teacher-student behavior encoded as counts or 
checklists of discrete teacher interactions toward a 
student? This question concerning level of analy-
sis refl ects major conceptual issues regarding the 
actual level at which developmentally meaningful 
or salient connections between the child and class-
room context occur. Drawing on Sroufe’s  (  1996  )  
work and a developmentally informed theory of 
teacher-child interactions as embedded in a rela-
tionship (Pianta,  1999  ) , the TTI framework posits 
that the level at which interactions with adults 
predicts development is best captured at the level 
of  dimensions  of interaction that take place over 
time. In the case of the CLASS as a measure, this is 
operationalized by ratings on a seven-point dimen-
sion made after 20 min of observation. In prelimi-
nary analyses, we fi nd fairly consistent support 
for prediction of achievement and social gains at 
the level of dimensions of teacher-student interac-
tion (i.e., seven-point ratings) rather than for counts 
or time samplings of discrete teacher behaviors. 
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Moreover, we fi nd that discrete teacher behaviors 
are highly unstable from moment to moment 
across time, and the frequency of their display is 
highly contingent on the nature of the activity. In 
terms of a theory of relationships and engage-
ment, these results suggest that to capture the 
qualities of interactions and relationships that 
foster and refl ect engagement, it may be impor-
tant to conceptualize and assess those interactions 
over episodes and patterns of behavior rather than 
discrete instances. In other words, the whole may 
be greater than the sum of the parts. 

 Conceptually, the reason for expecting that 
discrete teacher behaviors would be less strongly 
related to student growth is that measures of iso-
lated behaviors, by defi nition, do not capture 
aspects of the teacher’s behavior that refl ects 
either a  response to the child  or a  calibrated 
intent to stimulate development  that are both sta-
ble across moment-to-moment fl uctuations and 
refl ect reliable differences between individual 
teachers in their approach (Magnusson & Stattin, 
 1998 ). This ongoing process of calibration is 
where we believe the focus on interactions maps 
well onto the discussion of student engagement 
and its importance. Not surprisingly, we find that 
indeed, dimensions of teacher-student interac-
tions are rather stable across time and refl ect 
variance that is reliably located between teachers 
(Mashburn et al.,  2007  ) . 

 The dimensions of interaction assessed by the 
CLASS elementary version predict growth in lit-
eracy and math as well as reduced teacher-child 
confl ict and problem behavior from pre-K through 
fi fth grade (Hamre & Pianta,  2005 ; Howes et al., 
 2008 ; NICHD ECCRN,  2004  ) . The CLASS is 
one of the most current and widely used stan-
dardized assessments of social and instructional 
interactions in classrooms (Hart et al.,  2005 ; 
NICHD ECCRN,  2002,   2005 ; McCaslin, Burross, 
& Good,  2005  ) . The CLASS-Secondary version, 
or CLASS-S, is explicitly designed to capture 
precisely those aspects of classroom interactions 
that we hypothesize above to be resources for 
adolescent engagement. As such, it builds on and 
incorporates all of the strengths of the CLASS 
system at elementary levels, while adding spe-
cifi c dimensions conceptualized and operational-
ized to maximize adolescent engagement.  

   Changing Interactions Between 
Teachers and Students in Classrooms 

 In this section, we briefl y outline results from 
descriptive research using CLASS that forms the 
basis and rationale for the steps we have taken to 
improve teacher-student interactions. It then 
summarizes our approach to professional devel-
opment, which we call MyTeachingPartner, 
which is designed explicitly around the CLASS 
as a focus for changing interactions.  

   Improving Teacher-Student Interactions 

 We posit four levers producing developmental 
change for teacher-student relationships and 
interactions: (1)  teachers’ knowledge and cogni-
tions  related to their interactions with students, 
(2) availability of ongoing  relational supports for 
teachers  themselves, (3) teachers’ regular  expo-
sure to individualized feedback  about their actual 
interactions with students, and (4)  a standard and 
valid “target” around which to focus  efforts to 
change interactions. The hypothesis we are test-
ing in our ongoing work is that intervention pack-
ages that activate these levers in a coordinated 
way are most likely to induce and maintain 
change, given the systemic nature of teacher-
student relationships and interactions in class-
rooms. Here we describe the theoretical and 
technical features of MyTeachingPartner (MTP), 
an innovative professional development approach 
that by design incorporates these four levers for 
changing teacher-student interactions and rela-
tionships. MTP utilizes a collaborative consulta-
tion process and web-based resources to provide 
ongoing, classroom-focused in-service training 
across a distance. 

 MTP is an ongoing, systematic professional 
development program for teachers, one feature 
of which centers on a supportive consultation 
relationship, which is sustained via web-based 
interactions in which teachers have the opportu-
nity to view video of their own and others’ inter-
actions with students, annotated using the 
CLASS framework in language that is both at 
the level of specifi c behaviors and indicators 
but also connects to the level of dimensions. 
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These opportunities are provided in the context 
of a college course (Hamre et al.,  2010 ), a library 
of annotated video clips that are exemplars of 
highly rated interaction, and a web-mediated 
process of ongoing individualized consultation 
(Pianta, Mashburn, et al.,  2008  ) . 

 The web-based consultation revolves around 
observation-based refl ection, and feedback is 
enacted through a regular cycle of interactions 
between a teacher and consultant. Every 2 weeks, 
teachers videotape their practices in the class-
room and share this footage with consultants. 
Together, they then use the CLASS (Pianta et al., 
 2007  )  as a common lens with which to observe 
and refl ect upon aspects of teaching and teacher-
child interactions that have known links to chil-
dren’s skill development and start by choosing a 
dimension of the CLASS that will serve as the 
basis for consultation and feedback. 

 MTP consultants provide direct, individual-
ized, regular, and systematic feedback to teachers 
based on validated, observational assessment of 
the classroom environment. The MTP consultancy 
process functions by increasing teachers’ knowl-
edge and skills to observe the qualities of their 
interactions with students and the contingencies 
involved, and their awareness of the meanings of 
these interactions in terms of their contributions to 
motivational, relational, and competence-enhanc-
ing processes. The process also encourages refl ec-
tion on the teachers’ own personal motivations 
and tendencies in these interactions and their 
impact on interactive behaviors in an effort to 
internalize change and sustain it. 

 Recent controlled evaluations of these profes-
sional development assets demonstrate several 
benefi ts for improving the quality of teachers’ 
interactions with children (Pianta, Belsky, et al., 
 2008  ) , children’s attentiveness and literacy out-
comes in pre-K (Mashburn et al.,  2008  ) , as well 
as student reports and observation of engagement 
in secondary classrooms, and student test scores 
(Allen et al.,  2010  ) . Preliminary evaluations of a 
course that focuses on teachers’ learning of 
CLASS dimensions and indicators show positive 
effects on teachers’ knowledge and beliefs about 
teaching and signifi cant effects on their interac-
tive behaviors in the classroom. Opportunities 
for observing annotated video exemplars of other 

teachers’ effective interactions with students shows 
positive effects for improvements in teacher-child 
interactions (assessed by the CLASS) for teachers 
with low levels of experience, and consultation 
involving ongoing observation, analysis, and 
feedback regarding one’s own behavior shows 
clear positive impacts on teacher-child interac-
tions, with particular benefi ts for teachers in 
high-need classrooms. 

 Interestingly, as we further interpret these 
results, particularly in light of focus group inter-
views with teachers, we have started to hypoth-
esize that the process of changing teacher-child 
relationships and interactions involves entering 
the systems (behavioral, psychological, emo-
tional) that teachers use to self-regulate around 
their interactions with students. In terms of the 
psychological processes involved, we fi nd that 
teachers routinely report the value of the CLASS 
as a “roadmap” for how to improve their teach-
ing, or that CLASS validates and provides a 
structure for their own explanations, interpreta-
tions, and analysis of their practice. Teachers 
regularly note that having a common language 
and lens for their interactions with students that 
is directly, overtly, and explicitly articulated in a 
set of professional development resources is of 
great benefi t to them as it grounds those resources 
in the realities of their practice and experience. 
Although teachers describe their interactions 
with reference to the more molar dimensions of 
the CLASS framework, what is of most use to 
them is the very detailed and explicit descrip-
tions of interaction at the levels of behavioral 
indicators and behavioral interactions. Our 
hypothesis is that this more granular level of 
analysis meshes well with the psychological and 
behavioral systems that teachers and students 
use to calibrate their engagement with one 
another and with the focus of classroom activi-
ties. We plan further tests of this idea in subse-
quent studies.  

   Conclusions and Future Directions 

 Although classrooms are complex social systems 
and student-teacher relationships and interactions 
are also complex, multicomponent systems, we 
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posit that the nature and quality of interactions 
between teachers and children are fundamental 
to understanding student engagement, can be 
assessed through standardized observation meth-
ods, and can be changed by providing teachers 
knowledge about developmental processes rele-
vant for classroom interactions and personalized 
feedback/support about their interactive behav-
iors and cues. 

 A theory of classroom settings must be pre-
mised on an understanding of the developmental 
signifi cance of those settings’ infl uence on chil-
dren and youth and the mechanisms of these 
effects. Once that knowledge base is established, 
then theory can move to how those mechanisms 
(in this case, student-teacher interactions) them-
selves can be changed. In this chapter, we focused 
on the theoretical and empirical links between 
interactions and engagement and presented an 
approach to intervention designed to increase the 
quality of such interactions and in turn increase 
student engagement and, ultimately, learning and 
development. Recognizing general principles of 
development in complex systems, a theory of the 
classroom as a setting for development and a 
theory of change specifi c to this social setting are 
the ultimate goals of this work. Engagement, in 
this context, is both an outcome in its own right 
and a mediator of impacts that teachers have on 
student outcomes through their interactions with 
children and youth. In light of this discussion, we 
offer the following suggestions or directions for 
further research in this area. 

 First, it is apparent that researchers must dis-
tinguish, in their conceptual models and empiri-
cal work, the positioning of engagement in the 
causal chain—as an input to learning, a mediator 
situated between experience and outcomes, or as 
an outcome in its own right. Failure to specify 
this role can easily lead to confusion and misin-
terpretation. In the context of a focus on interac-
tions and relationships, we have focused on 
engagement as a mediator and potential outcome. 
By specifying the role of engagement in a puta-
tive causal chain, investigators can then more 
strategically and systematically confi rm or dis-
confi rm hypotheses rather than report assort-
ments of correlations. 

 Relatedly, a molar, pattern-oriented view of 
relationships and interactions appears most help-
ful when using assessments to capture classroom 
inputs related to engagement. Approaches that are 
highly focused on occurrences of granular, dis-
crete behaviors captured in isolation or extracted 
from the ongoing behavioral stream are less likely 
to yield interpretable or meaningful fi ndings. This 
does not mean that a focus on specifi c teacher 
behaviors is not of use; in fact, in our professional 
development work, we are highly focused on 
analysis of teachers’ specifi c behaviors but always 
in reference to broader dimensions and patterns of 
interaction. It appears important to us that pro-
grams of research conceptualize and assess rela-
tionships and interactions in coherent systems that 
refl ect multiple levels of analysis. 

 Finally, we believe it is critical to subject 
hypotheses to experimental tests in research on 
classroom processes. Classrooms are indeed 
complex, and there is no shortage of description 
and theoretical narrative available. In too many 
cases, descriptive studies simply confi rm the nar-
rative and theory and do not provide tests that 
could actually disconfi rm hypotheses and helps 
simplify complexity into actionable models. In a 
literature focused so heavily on processes—
engagement, relationships, and interaction—it 
might be even more important for research 
designs to have the capacity to disconfi rm hypoth-
eses or speculation. Thus, we posit that advances 
in both theory and intervention concerning 
engagement and relational processes can benefi t 
from a dialectical balance in research design—
experiments and rich description of processes.       
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  Abstract 

 Friends and other peer relationships can motivate students to engage in 
school work as well as in extracurricular activities. To understand when 
and how peers matter, research on the positive and negative engagement 
“effects” of friends, peer support, and socially marginalizing experiences, 
such as peer rejection and bullying, is reviewed. The chapter starts with a 
brief summary of research demonstrating the links between school belong-
ing and academic engagement and extracurricular involvement. The ways 
in which selection of friends and the infl uence of friends, quality of friend-
ships, and type of friendship support (academic or emotional) are related 
to academic engagement and extracurricular involvement in school are 
then discussed. Studies examining whether the number of friends or the 
size of peer network is related to school engagement are also included. 
The chapter ends with a discussion about future research needs in relation 
to the role of peer relationships and student engagement, and implications 
for school policies (e.g., academic tracking, grade retention, and extracur-
ricular practices).    

 Peers    are a major part of schooling. Given the 
amount of time students spend with their class-
mates and friends in school, they are likely to be 
infl uenced by them. Moreover, when students 

have friends and feel socially connected and 
 supported at school, one would expect these 
 factors to predispose them to feel positively 
toward academic work and other school activi-
ties. The assumptions guiding this review are fi rst, 
that friends and other peer relationships can moti-
vate students to engage in school work as well as 
in extracurricular activities. However, we recog-
nize that some peers and social experiences in 
school can also discourage engagement. To be 
able to understand when and how peers matter, 
we review research on the positive and negative 
“effects” of friendships and peer support, and 
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socially marginalizing experiences, such as peer 
rejection and bullying, on student engagement. 
Our second guiding assumption is that positive 
relationships with schoolmates facilitate a sense 
of belonging to school. We presume that both peer 
relationships and belonging to school are related 
to student engagement, with peer relationships 
contributing to both the sense of belonging and 
student engagement, as indicated in Fig.  18.1 .  

 In our review, terms referring to school belong-
ing (i.e., sense of connection) and peer relation-
ships are used broadly. For example, we use 
“belongingness” and “connectedness” inter-
changeably. The term “peer relationships” is used 
as a superordinate construct to refer to close 
friendships (i.e., relationships characterized by 
mutual liking) as well as to peer group affi liations 
(i.e., less tight relationships united by common 
interests and activities). 

 We also use a broad defi nition of student 
engagement, focusing primarily on observable 
indicators, such as attendance and classroom 
participation. Although we primarily focus on 
engagement behaviors as a means to achieve 
good grades, we also refer to fi ndings regarding 
academic performance as an indication of stu-
dent engagement. School-based extracurricular 
involvement in sports, arts, and other activities is 
included in this review for two reasons. First, by 
assessing engagement in both academic and non-
academic activities, we are able to determine 
whether peer relationships operate in similar ways 
across these two domains. Second, although extra-
curricular participation mostly involves nonaca-
demic activities, such involvement is related to 
student engagement in academic activities, includ-
ing school attendance (e.g., Mahoney,  2000  ) . 
Thus, we review how peer relationships affect and 
are affected by extracurricular involvement in 
ways that can facilitate academic engagement. 

 We start the chapter with a brief summary of 
research demonstrating the links between school 

belonging and academic engagement and extra-
curricular involvement. We then proceed to 
review the ways in which selection of friends 
and the infl uence of friends is related to stu-
dents’ school engagement. Quality of friend-
ships and type of friendship support (academic 
or emotional) are discussed. Studies examining 
the relationships between number of friends and 
the size of peer networks and student engage-
ment are also reviewed. Research on students 
who are rejected or bullied by their peers shows, 
in turn, the ways in which negative social expe-
riences may alienate students from school and 
possibly increase the chances of their dropping 
out. The chapter ends with a discussion about 
future research needs in relation to the role of 
peer relationships and student engagement, 
and implications from the work already done on 
this topic for school policies (e.g., academic 
tracking, grade retention, and extracurricular 
practices). 

   School Belonging 

 Research on school belonging is based on the 
assumption that environments characterized by 
caring and supportive relationships facilitate stu-
dent engagement (e.g., Brand, Felner, Shim, 
Seitsinger, & Dumas,  2003 ; Felner & Felner, 
 1989 ; Goodenow & Grady,  1993 ; Voelkl,  1997  ) . 
Consequently, motivation and achievement are 
presumed to be undermined when students feel 
unsupported and disconnected from others (e.g., 
Becker & Luthar,  2002 ; Finn,  1989,   1993  ) . A par-
ticularly strong association between peer accep-
tance and school belonging (Adelabu,  2007  )  
suggests that school-based relationships are criti-
cal. Although both relationships with teachers 
and peers are likely to matter (Furrer & Skinner, 
 2003  ) , the need to “fi t in” with one’s peers is 
especially pronounced during adolescence 
(LaFontana & Cillessen,  2010  ) . Hence, it is not 
surprising that much of the existing research on 
school belonging has focused on middle and high 
school students. Yet, school belonging matters as 
early as elementary school. 

Peer relationships Sense of belonging Student engagement

  Fig. 18.1    Conceptual framework guiding this review       
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   Does School Belonging Promote 
Academic Engagement? 

 Capitalizing on a large sample of over 4,000 stu-
dents across 24 elementary schools, Battistich, 
Solomon, Kim, Watson, and Schaps  (  1995  )  inves-
tigated the association between students’ sense of 
school community (e.g., perceptions of caring 
and supportive school-based relationships) and a 
range of measures tapping attitudes, motivation, 
and achievement. Using hierarchical linear mod-
eling techniques that allow examination of stu-
dents nested within schools, the fi ndings revealed 
that a greater sense of school community was 
associated with higher levels of class enjoyment, 
lower levels of work avoidance, and higher math-
ematics scores. Generally, stronger associations 
were documented in schools serving the most 
economically disadvantaged families, suggesting 
that school belonging might be particularly 
important for students from educationally and 
fi nancially disadvantaged homes. 

 In one of the earliest studies on school belong-
ing in middle school, Goodenow and Grady 
 (  1993  )  demonstrated that a strong sense of school 
belonging was associated with increased aca-
demic engagement among an ethnically diverse 
sample of students. Based on self-report mea-
sures, a positive association between school 
belonging, the importance of schoolwork, and 
persistence with schoolwork was observed. 
Sampling middle schools serving predominantly 
White youth from working class families, Roeser, 
Midgley, and Urdan  (  1996  ) , in turn, showed that 
school belonging was associated with higher levels 
of academic performance. The association was 
robust inasmuch as other relevant motivational 
constructs (e.g., goal structures fostered by the 
school, personal achievement goal orientations) 
were taken into account in the analyses. 

 The link between school belonging and student 
engagement has been studied most extensively 
among high school students. Focusing on a pre-
dominantly Latino sample of urban high school 
seniors, Sánchez, Colón, and Esparza  (  2005  )  doc-
umented that school belonging was associated 
with more frequent classroom participation, 

homework completion, exam preparation, and 
better school attendance. Consistent with these 
fi ndings, analyses of the National Longitudinal 
Study of Adolescent Health (Add Health) of 
20,000 ethnically diverse students from 132 sec-
ondary schools showed that higher levels of school 
belonging were associated with fewer school 
absences (Anderman,  2002  ) . A large-scale longi-
tudinal study of Australian secondary school stu-
dents, in turn, demonstrated that low school 
connectedness decreased the likelihood of stu-
dents fi nishing school (Bond et al.,  2007  ) . 

 In sum, these fi ndings suggest that students’ 
school belonging, which we presume to be inte-
grally linked with school-based peer relation-
ships (although student school belonging also 
encompasses relationships with adults in the 
school) (e.g., Hamm & Faircloth,  2005  ) , is an 
important factor associated with engagement in 
academic work especially in secondary school. 
However, we are not in the position to conclude 
that school belonging causes students to engage. 
The association between school belonging and 
engagement may operate in both directions, pos-
sibly in a mutually reinforcing manner. That is, 
the more engaged students are, the stronger their 
sense of belonging; and the more strongly they 
feel they belong, the more actively they engage 
academically. In the next section, we turn to 
extracurricular engagement to review research on 
sense of belonging and participation in voluntary 
activities in school. 

   Is Extracurricular Participation a Way 
to Strengthen School Belonging? 
 A handful of survey and qualitative studies have 
examined the association between school belong-
ing and students’ engagement in extracurricular 
activities. Students with a stronger sense of 
school belonging are more likely to engage in 
activities, such as after-school sports or extracur-
ricular academic programs. Sampling an ethni-
cally diverse group of seventh through twelfth 
grade students, Brown and Evans  (  2002  )  showed 
that extracurricular activity participation was sig-
nifi cantly associated with greater school connec-
tion, which was measured with school belonging 
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as one of its main dimensions. Although the 
authors only tested a direct path from extracur-
ricular activities to school connection, they pos-
ited that participation in extracurricular activities 
facilitates positive school-related experiences, 
which in turn, facilitate school belonging and 
commitment to school. In a study using daily 
phone interviews of African-American students 
in sixth to ninth grade, Dotterer, McHale, and 
Crouter  (  2007  )  found that the more time students 
spent on extracurricular activities, the more 
strongly they bonded with school. Such a positive 
association may, however, merely indicate that 
youth who are school-oriented and who feel that 
they belong and fi t in at school spend time in 
school with peers sharing similar interests. 

 Research utilizing mixed methods provides 
some insights into whether extracurricular involve-
ment in fact affects school belonging or whether 
those who feel they belong are more likely to par-
ticipate in activities provided by school. Barnett 
 (  2006  )  surveyed female high school students 
before, and interviewed them after, they received 
notifi cation of whether they had been selected to 
the cheer or dance team following competitive try-
outs. In the initial surveys, all applicants reported 
liking school and wanting to be at school, which is 
partly tapping into the sense of school belonging. 
The girls who made the team maintained their 
high levels of school liking, whereas school liking 
signifi cantly decreased among the unsuccessful 
aspirants not only the day after the decision was 
made, but also 2 months after the decision. When 
interviewed, one of the nonselected girls explained 
that one of the main reasons why she wanted to be 
on the dance team was “to fi nd a way to be con-
nected with my school.” Thus, individuals may 
have different reasons to pursue extracurricular 
activities. 

 Research shows positive links between school 
belonging and academic engagement, such as 
classroom participation and school attendance, 
and involvement in extracurricular activities. 
Although the rest of our review is based on the 
premise that positive peer relationships are impor-
tant in facilitating a sense of school belonging, it 
becomes evident that not all peer relationships are 
related with increased levels of engagement.    

   Peer Selection and Socialization 

 Children tend to have relationships and affi liate 
with similar others (Hallinan,  1983  ) . That is, stu-
dents engaged in classwork form friendships with 
engaged classmates, whereas students who are 
not so engaged are friends with similarly disen-
gaged peers. Given the similarities between 
friends, it is not surprising that friendships amplify 
students’ school-related behaviors (Dishion, 
Spracklen, Andrews, & Patterson,  1996 ; Mounts 
& Steinberg,  1995  ) . In other words, engaged stu-
dents get more involved in academic work, 
whereas disengaged students become alienated 
from school-related activities. Whether these peer 
“effects” are due to selection of friends, or their 
infl uence – or both – is less clear (Kandel,  1996  ) . 

   Characteristics of Friends 
and the Relation with Academic 
Engagement 

 Perhaps the best evidence for peer infl uence on 
academic engagement comes from studies on 
peer networks (Cairns, Cairns, & Neckerman, 
 1989 ; Kindermann,  1993 ; Kindermann, 
McCollam, & Gibson,  1996  ) . Kindermann et al. 
 (  1996  )  found that when students were members 
of groups with high average academic engage-
ment, their own individual academic engagement 
improved over time. The opposite effect was 
obtained for members of groups with low aca-
demic engagement profi les. In spite of relatively 
high turnover of specifi c members across the 
school year, the groups’ engagement “profi les,” 
or overall orientation toward school work, 
remained stable. This fi nding highlights that stu-
dents select peer groups, and groups accept mem-
bers based on similarities. 

 Besides academic orientation, a wide range of 
characteristics of friends is related to academic 
engagement. A survey study of almost 1,000 
 adolescents examined how a set of academic, 
social, and mental health attributes of friends 
was related to students’ academic engagement 
and performance from seventh to eighth grade 
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(Cook, Deng, & Morgano,  2007  ) . Cook and 
 colleagues discovered that students with all-
around adjusted friends spent more time doing 
homework and in extracurricular activities, and 
were absent less frequently, than were students 
with friends who obtained lower grades and 
engaged in drug use or other misbehaviors. 
Students with all-around adjusted friends also 
improved their grade point average from seventh 
to eighth grade. Thus, friends’ academic behav-
iors and socioemotional well-being were each 
related to student engagement in academic work 
and extracurricular activities. 

 The studies described above relied on indepen-
dent assessments of friends’ behaviors and other 
attributes (i.e., friends were identifi ed and they 
provided self-reports). Methodologically less 
strong research relies on subjective perceptions of 
friends’ behaviors or values, perceptions which 
may be biased by the student’s own values and 
behavior. However, the same patterns are evident. 
In cross-sectional studies, student perceptions of 
their friends’ behaviors and values are consistently 
related to students’ own engagement and conduct. 
For example, in a survey study of seventh and 
ninth grade students, Nelson and DeBacker  (  2008  )  
showed that perceptions of one’s best friend hav-
ing high academic values (e.g., “My best friend 
believes that school is more important than most 
people think”) were related to self-reports of 
a greater desire for mastery of school work (e.g., 
“I do the work in this class because I like to under-
stand what I am learning”). 

 Perceptions of friends’ behavior also predict 
changes in engagement over time. Berndt and 
Keefe  (  1995  )  found that seventh and eighth grad-
ers became more involved in classroom activities 
over the course of the school year, as indicated by 
self-reports, when they perceived that their three 
closest friends were highly involved in classroom 
activities at the beginning of the school year. 
Conversely, students who perceived their friends 
to disrupt class in the beginning of the year 
become more disruptive themselves across the 
year. With a sample of about 2,500 students, 
Simons-Morton and Chen  (  2009  )  showed that 
students who perceived a higher proportion of 
their fi ve closest friends engaging in negative 

behaviors (e.g., being disrespectful of teachers) 
reported making less effort in class and lower 
motivation to do well in school over the course of 
sixth to ninth grade. These fi ndings are particu-
larly troublesome because decreases in academic 
engagement levels appear to be a precursor of 
dropping out of school (Janosz, Archambault, 
Morizot, & Pagani,  2008  ) , indicating that friends 
may indirectly infl uence school dropout (a topic 
that we will return to later in the chapter).  

   Extracurricular Engagement: 
Are Friends a Reason to Get 
and Stay Involved? 

 Consistent with fi ndings regarding academic 
engagement, students with friends who are 
highly involved in extracurricular activities are 
more likely to participate in activities them-
selves. An interview study with highly involved 
high school students explored the factors that 
motivate students to become involved and main-
tain their involvement in extracurricular activi-
ties (Fredricks et al.,  2002  ) . Students discussed 
their friends’ involvement in the activities as a 
reason to continue their own participation. The 
role of friends seems to be especially important 
in encouraging continued involvement, poten-
tially even when individual interest in the activity 
itself has waned. 

 Beyond the infl uence of existing friendships, 
Fredricks et al.  (  2002  )  found that high school stu-
dents were motivated to join extracurricular 
activities in order to acquire new friendships. 
Moreover, through extracurricular participation, 
students are likely to be exposed to peers they may 
not normally associate with over the course of the 
school day. Dworkin, Larson, and Hansen  (  2003  )  
used focus group methodology to examine the 
ways in which extracurricular involvement is 
related to friendships among high school stu-
dents. Students specifi cally commented on the 
opportunities that extracurricular activities pro-
vided to socialize with peers outside of their typi-
cal friendship groups, including students of 
different racial backgrounds. This research sug-
gests that extracurricular activities can play an 
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important role in helping students form new rela-
tionships with peers with whom they might oth-
erwise not interact. 

 In sum, friends’ behaviors and engagement 
are related to student academic and extracurricu-
lar engagement. Although the mechanisms of 
peer infl uence and selection are not necessarily 
investigated in most studies, research suggests 
that students with more academically engaged 
friends perform better academically than those 
whose friends are disengaged. Similarly, those 
with friends involved in extracurricular activities 
are more likely to start and stay engaged in the 
activity. Thus, friends seem to amplify students’ 
initial level of involvement. What is not clear 
from these studies is whether the quality of 
friendships and the type of peer support might 
matter also in terms of student engagement.   

   Quality of Friendships and Type 
of Peer Support 

 High-quality friendships typically involve posi-
tive features such as support, companionship, 
and commitment, as well as low levels of confl ict 
(Berndt,  2002  ) . A number of studies have shown 
direct effects of high-quality friendships on stu-
dent engagement behaviors. For example, Berndt 
and Keefe  (  1995  )  examined the importance of 
friendship quality in addition to friends’ school-
related behaviors (class involvement and disrup-
tiveness) in a study of seventh and eighth graders. 
The perceived quality of the friendship predicted 
changes in self-reported behaviors across the 
school year. Students with a supportive, intimate, 
and validating closest friend became more 
involved in class across the school year. In con-
trast, students whose closest friendship involved 
frequent confl ict and rivalry or competition 
increased in disruptive behavior during the school 
year. These results highlight that it is not only the 
behaviors of friends, but also the relationship 
qualities of friendships, that matter. 

 The quality of friendships also matters because 
stable, supportive relationships with classmates 
encourage student engagement through consis-
tent reinforcement. In the same investigation 

described above, Berndt and Keefe  (  1995  )  
 discovered that students who retained stable 
friendships over the course of the academic year 
reported less disruptive behavior, were rated by 
their teachers as involved in class, and also 
received higher grades than peers with unstable 
friendships. Because stable friendships with spe-
cifi c qualities might encourage student engage-
ment, it is also possible that students with good 
grades select friends with whom they can study 
together. In a longitudinal survey study of sev-
enth through ninth grade students examined at 
two time points, an earlier high grade point aver-
age indeed correlated with subsequent social sup-
port obtained from friends (DuBois, Felner, 
Brand, Adan, & Evans,  1992  ) . Thus, the associa-
tion between supportive friends and academic 
engagement is likely to work both ways. 

 The  type  of peer support received might also 
matter. That is, while academic support might be 
particularly critical in allowing students to work 
together on homework or projects, emotional or 
social support might be especially critical at times 
of heightened distress. In concurrent and short-
term longitudinal analyses (i.e., start and end of 
kindergarten), Ladd, Kochenderfer, and Coleman 
 (  1996  )  found that when young elementary school 
students considered their friends as sources of aid 
and validation, they were particularly likely to 
develop positive attitudes toward school as the 
year progressed. 

 Wentzel  (  1994  )  examined whether social sup-
port, defi ned as peers’ concerns about an individ-
ual’s emotions (e.g., “My classmates care about 
my feelings”), and academic support, defi ned as 
peers’ concern for an individual’s learning (e.g., 
“My classmates care about how much I learn”), 
were related to students’ pursuit of socially valued 
outcomes in middle school. The results revealed 
that sixth and seventh grade students’ perceptions 
of both social and academic support were associ-
ated with willingness to follow classroom rules. 
Peers’ academic support was additionally related 
to what Wentzel described as students’ academic 
social responsibility goals, such as the desire to 
comply with teacher requests. 

 Most importantly, perceived academic support 
from peers is related to active class participation. 
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Focusing on seventh grade students, Murdock 
 (  1999  )  demonstrated that students who reported 
high levels of academic support from peers were 
rated by their teachers as attending classes, par-
ticipating in class, and completing assignments 
more frequently than those who did not feel aca-
demically supported by their peers. Perceived 
academic support from peers was also related to 
lower rates of discipline problems (e.g., deten-
tion, in-school suspension). 

 While relatively little is known about the rela-
tion between extracurricular involvement and 
peer support, it is possible that at least some types 
of extracurricular activities foster skills that allow 
students to be more supportive of one another. In 
a focus group study of high school students who 
took part in extracurricular and community-based 
activities, students reported that their involve-
ment in the activities helped them develop a 
stronger sense of empathy and ability to handle 
stress and anxiety (Dworkin et al.,  2003  ) . This 
may mean that the effects of extracurricular 
activities on academic engagement are indirect. 
Personal skills and competencies to understand 
and support peers in distress gained in the context 
of extracurricular activities may help students to 
provide academic support. 

 In sum, the research available suggests that the 
quality of student friendships and peer support 
are each related to academic engagement. 
Students with stable, nonconfl ictive friendships 
are likely to engage in academic tasks. While 
close friends can encourage student engagement, 
students are also likely to seek friends who can 
help them with academic work. Although friends 
are in the position to provide various types of 
support, not surprisingly, academic support is 
consistently related to academic engagement. 
Extracurricular involvement, in turn, may aid the 
ability to support others.  

   Does the Number of Friends 
and Ability to Make Friends Matter? 

 As shown above, school-based friendships often 
serve as sources of instrumental and social sup-
port. Does this mean then that students with 

larger friendship networks are more engaged in 
school? Focusing on initial school entry and the 
year of kindergarten, Ladd  (  1990  )  found that 
children with multiple existing friendships during 
school entrance developed more favorable school 
attitudes during the fi rst 2 months of kindergar-
ten. Those maintaining these friendships also 
liked school more over time. These fi ndings are 
particularly robust because students’ preschool 
experience, mental age, and gender were taken 
into account in the analyses. Ladd  (  1990  )  also 
found that children who formed new friendships 
during kindergarten performed better academi-
cally (as measured by teacher reports and student 
performance on school readiness and achieve-
ment tests) than children who did not establish 
friendships. New friendships accounted for a sig-
nifi cant proportion of the variance in academic 
performance even when controlling for existing 
friendships. 

 In a study of students transitioning from fi fth 
to sixth grade, Kingery and Erdley  (  2007  )  relied 
on both student self-reports and peer nominations 
to examine the role of schoolmates as students 
acclimate to their new middle school. Correlation 
analysis showed that greater peer acceptance and 
number of friends prior to the transition to middle 
school was related to greater involvement (e.g., 
participating in class and other school activities) 
at the start of the sixth grade. Hence, having more 
friends even before the transition seems to help 
students when transitioning to a new school. 
However, larger friendship networks may simply 
refl ect the social skills of students. That is, the 
most socially skillful students (who are likely to 
have lots of friends) may have the easiest time 
navigating in a new environment, and therefore 
they remain highly engaged. 

 Although a greater number of friends might 
help, having one friend may be suffi cient to help 
adjust to a new school environment. The power 
of one friend is highlighted in research on school 
transitions, when students frequently experience 
a disruption in peer networks and loss of friends 
(Kenny,  1987  ) . Linking early middle school 
friendships with school outcomes in a longitudi-
nal survey study over the course of middle school, 
Wentzel, Barry, and Caldwell  (  2004  )  found that 
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students with no friends in the fi rst year of middle 
school were initially more distressed and received 
lower grades in their school record than students 
with at least one friend. Although a lack of friends 
may have caused distress which interfered with 
achievement, it is also possible that stress caused 
by low grades from elementary school made it 
hard for students to make friends. Nevertheless, 
this study demonstrates that an absence of even 
just one friend is related with compromised aca-
demic performance. 

 Research on extracurricular activities also 
suggests that one friend may be suffi cient to get 
students engaged in nonacademic activities. 
Huebner and Mancini  (  2003  )  showed that high 
school students with just one friend whom they 
could “count on” were more likely to report that 
they participated in after-school extracurricular 
activities (e.g., sports, clubs), regardless of 
whether that friend participated in that activity or 
not. Thus, it is possible that a close friendship 
provides enough support and confi dence for stu-
dents to explore and become involved in school, 
much like secure attachment to a caregiver is 
related to exploration early in life. 

 While one good friendship may be enough to 
get students more engaged in school, friends are 
not the only way to improve academic outcomes. 
Wentzel et al.  (  2004  )  also found that the students 
with no friends in the fi rst year of middle school 
did improve their academic performance over the 
course of middle school, despite initially having 
lower grades in sixth grade than those with friend-
ships. It is possible that friendless students 
obtain support for academic engagement from 
other sources (e.g., adults at school, parents). 

 In sum, the existing research shows that lack 
of close friendships is associated with lower stu-
dent engagement (especially at times of school 
transitions), while the ability to develop and 
maintain friendships is related with academic 
engagement. Although a larger number of friends 
might increase the probability of receiving posi-
tive support for academic performance, the size 
of the peer network may simply refl ect social 
skills that are particularly helpful to students dur-
ing school transitions. Yet, having just one friend 
is enough to help students become involved in 

both academic and extracurricular activities. One 
study also suggests that academic progress is 
possible without friends. But what happens when 
a student is rejected or bullied in school? We now 
turn to research on negative social experiences 
with peers.  

   Negative Social Experiences: Rejected 
and Bullied Students 

 Given the literature covered thus far, it appears 
that having high-quality, supportive friendships 
can promote school engagement behaviors pos-
sibly because such relationships facilitate school 
belonging. Conversely, students who are friend-
less are less engaged, perhaps because they feel 
they do not belong in school. In this section, we 
go beyond the lack of friends to examine how 
negative peer experiences (rejection and bully-
ing) are related to academic disengagement, and 
potentially to alienation from school. 

 Peer rejection is commonly defi ned as peers’ 
social avoidance of, dislike of, or reluctance to 
affi liate with a student. Therefore, rejection by 
classmates may threaten school belonging even 
more than lack of friends, inasmuch as rejection 
affects group membership at the classroom level 
(Furman & Robbins,  1985  ) . Indeed, peer rejection 
is associated with avoidance of school, less posi-
tive perceptions about school, and lower academic 
performance in kindergarten (Ladd,  1990  ) , as well 
as lower grades in the fi rst and second grade 
(O’Neil, Welsh, Parke, Wang, & Strand,  1997  ) . In 
secondary school, peer rejection is associated 
with increased absenteeism and truancy (DeRosier, 
Kupersmidt, & Patterson,  1994 ; Kupersmidt & 
Coie,  1990  )  as well as subsequent grade retention 
(Coie, Lochman, Terry, & Hyman,  1992  ) . 

 Even temporary rejection is associated with 
negative academic outcomes. Examining peer 
rejection across time among elementary school 
students,    Greenman, Schneider and Tomada 
 (  2009  )  showed that students rejected at even just 
one time point performed worse academically 
than children who had never been rejected. 
Moreover, Buhs, Ladd, and Herald  (  2006  )  dem-
onstrated that students who were excluded and 
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victimized in elementary school became increas-
ingly less engaged over time. Thus, negative 
experiences with schoolmates can also be associ-
ated with lasting disengagement. 

 Given that aggressive students are at high risk 
for being rejected by classmates at least in 
elementary school (Asher & Coie,  1990  ) , it is 
important to understand whether peer rejection 
independently contributes to subsequent prob-
lems or whether it functions merely as a marker 
of problem behaviors (Parker & Asher,  1987  ) . 
Following a large sample of African-American 
children from elementary school to middle 
school, Coie et al.  (  1992  )  demonstrated that child-
hood peer rejection contributed to behavior prob-
lems 3 years later, over and above earlier levels 
of aggression. Subsequent analyses of data from 
the same sample revealed that the combination of 
childhood aggression and peer rejection signifi -
cantly increased the risk of committing assaults 
by the second year in high school (Coie, Terry, 
Lenox, & Lochman,  1995  ) . Because aggression 
is associated with school disengagement, inde-
pendent of rejection (e.g., Lessard et al.,  2008 ; 
Schwartz, Gorman, Nakamoto, & Toblin,  2005  ) , 
it is therefore likely that rejection amplifi es the 
risk for subsequent school disengagement. 

 In the studies described above, peer rejection 
is assessed via peer nominations by asking stu-
dents to name classmates they do not like to sit 
next to or spend time with. But self-reports also 
show associations between feeling rejected by 
peers and student, disengagement. Buhs  (  2005  )  
found that fi fth grade students who reported that 
they were excluded by their peers, were less 
likely to participate in class. In a cross-sectional 
study of sixth and seventh graders, Lopez and 
DuBois  (  2005  )  showed that students who felt dis-
approved of by their peers had lower grade point 
averages and were absent from school on more 
days than students who felt accepted. The authors 
suggested that both perceived rejection and the 
low self-esteem associated with such perceptions 
make it diffi cult for students to concentrate on 
schoolwork and engage in productive, collabora-
tive work with peers. 

 Consistent with the fi ndings of research on 
rejected students, victims of bullying in elemen-

tary school are less likely to feel that they belong 
in school and are more likely to disengage. 
Kochenderfer and Ladd  (  1996  )  showed that bul-
lied kindergartners displayed increased loneliness 
and school avoidance by the end of the school 
year. Examining the association between bullying 
experiences and teacher-rated academic engage-
ment as well as grade point average in middle 
school, Juvonen, Wang, and Espinoza  (  2011  )  dis-
covered that bullied students were less engaged 
and obtained lower academic grades across 3 years 
of middle school. Although the study did not test 
the directionality of the associations (i.e., whether 
bullying experiences preceded disengagement or 
vice versa), the robust association between bully-
ing experiences (regardless of being based on 
self-reports or peer nominations) and the aca-
demic indicators among an ethnically diverse 
sample of about 1,500 students suggest that bully-
ing cannot be ignored when trying to improve 
academic engagement and performance. 

 Nishina, Juvonen, and Witkow  (  2005  )  reported 
evidence for both direct and mediated effects of 
bullying on middle school functioning. Among 
close to 2,000 students of diverse ethnic back-
grounds, bullying experiences at the start of the 
sixth grade were linked with subsequent psycho-
logical maladjustment as well as health com-
plaints, which were related to end-of-the-year 
absences and grades. At the same time, symp-
toms of psychological distress at the start of the 
sixth grade also increased the chances of students 
being bullied by the end of the year, which was 
associated with higher absences and lower grades. 
Hence, negative peer experiences and distress are 
interrelated in a cyclical manner (see also Egan & 
Perry,  1998  )  and therefore especially likely to 
compromise academic engagement (see also 
Juvonen, Nishina, & Graham,  2000  ) . 

 Bullying research suggests that emotional dis-
tress associated with hostile peer interactions con-
tributes also to negative school attitudes and a 
desire to withdraw from or avoid school. The mere 
prospect of potential rejection may discourage 
academic success, at least among older students. 
Ishiyama and Chabassol  (  1985  )  surveyed seventh 
to twelfth graders about their concerns of the 
social implications of high academic achievement 
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(e.g., peer rejection and/or criticism, pressure to 
continue success). Seventh to ninth grade students 
(particularly girls) expressed more concern about 
the social repercussions of performing well than 
older participants. Hence, students’ concern about 
rejection may temper their classroom participa-
tion. Given that earlier academic performance 
sets the stage for subsequent performance, it is 
particularly troublesome if young teens down-
play their academic success and engagement. 

 In sum, both peer rejection and bullying expe-
riences are associated with lower levels of aca-
demic engagement and academic performance. It 
is likely that negative social experiences cause 
students to disengage. However, it is also possi-
ble that low-performing students are bullied and 
rejected by their classmates. In the latter case, the 
odds against these students accumulate. Their 
distress and concerns about being ridiculed or 
excluded can propel students into avoiding school 
altogether. Thus, the associations are likely to be 
cyclical. Moreover, even mere concerns about 
rejection are related to decreased academic 
engagement in middle and high school. Although 
additional longitudinal research on this topic is 
warranted, there is important evidence illustrat-
ing that a sense of social alienation precedes an 
ultimate form of disengagement, namely drop-
ping out of school, as summarized below.  

   Social Alienation and Dropping Out 

 When interviewed about reasons for dropping 
out, one out of four youth reported that they did 
not belong at school (U.S. Department of 
Education, Center for Education Statistics,  1993  ) . 
Finn  (  1989,   1993  )  proposed that the relationship 
between students not participating in school and 
dropping out is explained by a lack of sense of 
belonging and identifi cation with school. 
Consistent with this idea, an early study (Dillon 
& Grout,  1976  )  reported that students become 
alienated from school when they feel they are 
denied meaningful participation in both class-
room and other school activities. 

 Extracurricular involvement may serve as a 
meaningful activity, and thereby protect youth 

from dropping out of school. Focusing on 
Mexican-American and White non-Hispanic high 
school–aged students who were either in good 
academic standing or had dropped out of school, 
Davalos, Chavez, and Guardiola  (  1999  )  found 
that students who had been involved in any 
extracurricular activity were more than twice as 
likely to be enrolled in school. In a prospective 
longitudinal study, Mahoney and Cairns  (  1997  )  
demonstrated that students who participated in 
extracurricular activities in middle or high school 
were less likely to drop out of school. This effect 
was particularly strong for those considered at 
high risk of dropping out who participated in 
extracurricular activities early in high school 
(Mahoney & Cairns,  1997  ) . In a subsequent 
study, Mahoney  (  2000  )  showed that participation 
in extracurricular activities before 11th grade 
decreased the chance of leaving school early or 
engaging in criminal behavior as an adult among 
students considered at high risk. Moreover, the 
likelihood of dropping out was reduced further 
when the students’ friends also participated in 
school extracurricular activities. These fi ndings 
suggest that opportunities to engage in school-
related activities together with peers are critical, 
especially for youth who might otherwise be at 
risk of leaving school prematurely (Hymel, 
Comfort, Schonert-Reichl, & McDougall,  1996  ) . 

 Consistent with the importance of the sense of 
school belonging, Kaplan, Peck, and Kaplan 
 (  1997  )  showed that in addition to low grades and 
lack of motivation, social alienation from school-
based peer networks and relationships with devi-
ant schoolmates during eighth and ninth grade 
independently contributed to the risk of dropping 
out. Also, students who were held back during 
middle school were seven times more likely to 
drop out of school than their peers with similar 
academic performance who were not held back 
(Alexander, Entwisle, & Kabbani,  2001  ) . The 
authors concluded that this independent effect of 
grade retention partly refl ects a lack of social 
integration. Hence, feeling that one does not 
socially fi t in or belong is an important risk factor 
for dropping out. 

 In sum, socially alienated youth who feel that 
they do not fi t in and are not engaged in school 
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are at risk of dropping out of school. Although 
both grade retention and behavior problems may 
in part alienate youth from their peers as well as 
their teachers, negative peer experiences may 
also increase sense of alienation. In addition to 
not retaining students, encouraging socially vul-
nerable youth to participate in extracurricular 
activities might help keep these students engaged 
in the schooling process.  

   Conclusion 

 One of the main reasons given by high school 
students for attending school is that they get to 
see their friends (Brown & Theobald,  1998  ) . 
Students select to affi liate with certain types of 
peers, and the way they feel about fi tting in with 
their schoolmates is associated with their level of 
engagement in school. We now briefl y summa-
rize some of the positive and negative effects of 
peers, as well as point out questions that need to 
be further examined. 

   Summary of Positive Peer “Effects” 

 Relationships with friends who are academically 
engaged in school are associated with higher aca-
demic motivation and achievement. Friends’ 
overall social adjustment (e.g., lack of behavior 
problems) is also associated with academic 
engagement and involvement in extracurricular 
activities. Although having a greater number of 
friends may help students get engaged in school, 
having just one friend helps alleviate the stress 
related with transitioning to a new school. Friends 
are typically good sources of emotional and 
social support; however, it is academic support 
that is most clearly associated with increased 
achievement motivation and classroom participa-
tion. Extracurricular activities, in turn, provide 
students with opportunities to form new friend-
ships, just as those with friends are more likely to 
explore new extracurricular options and stay 
involved. Based on the research reviewed, we 
conclude that friendships and peer affi liations 
with engaged classmates generally facilitate a 

sense of belonging in school that in turn promotes 
engagement, as suggested by the pathway 
depicted in the beginning of the chapter.  

   Summary of Negative Peer “Effects” 

 Not all friendships are benefi cial, however. Not 
only do critical qualities (e.g., supportiveness, 
validation) of friendships vary, but also the 
level of support and collaboration on school 
assignments varies depending on the abilities 
and aspirations of friends (e.g., Berndt,  1989, 
  2002  ) . Students who have disengaged friends 
are unlikely to excel academically. Additionally, 
negative social experiences with classmates 
may make rejected youth seek the company of 
other students who misbehave and encourage 
bullied students to avoid school. Feelings of 
social alienation from the institution and 
repeated absences, in turn, increase the risk of 
dropping out of school. Thus, particular types 
of friendships, lack of any friendships, as well 
as bullying and rejection experiences are all 
related to school disengagement.  

   Are Peers Necessary to Maintain School 
Engagement? 

 Although many students are motivated to attend 
school to spend time with their friends, it should 
be clear from the research reviewed that peers are 
not always essential for student engagement and 
achievement. There is evidence suggesting that 
parent support and teacher support may be more 
important than peer support for student engage-
ment (Chen,  2005 ; Garcia-Reid,  2007 ; Wentzel, 
 1998  ) . When and if these other sources of sup-
port can compensate for the support that friends 
provide in relation to engagement in academic 
work is a critical question to further investigate. 
This issue may be best studied with students who 
lack friendships. It would be equally important to 
know whether other sources of support, besides 
support from peers, can alleviate the distress 
associated with negative social experiences (such 
as bullying). 
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 The studies reviewed in this chapter also con-
vey that not all peer relationships promote aca-
demic engagement. Clearly, there are peer groups 
of disengaged students whose effects are more 
harmful than productive. Also, while a lack of 
friends might be a sign of social isolation or 
alienation, there are students with no friends in 
school who do well. For some, it may be to their 
benefi t not to form close ties with classmates who 
are not engaged. Moreover, youth can form valu-
able peer relationships outside of school. That is, 
neighborhood friends or friends from out-of-
school activities may compensate for the lack of 
close ties in school. These are questions that 
remain to be investigated.  

   Implications for Future Research 
and School Policies 

 A few key longitudinal studies suggest that both 
selection of friends and their infl uence play a 
part in whether students engage in class or get 
involved in extracurricular activities. It is there-
fore important to consider the opportunities that 
schools provide for students to seek and fi nd 
friends who are in the position to provide sup-
port. This is particularly critical when consider-
ing how certain educational policies and practices 
may restrict students’ opportunities to establish 
and maintain positive peer relationships. Based 
on the current review, it seems that academic 
tracking is particularly problematic. In low-track 
classrooms that often have an overrepresentation 
of disengaged students, youth lack opportunities 
to form positive peer relationships supporting 
academic involvement. Similar problems can 
arise in classrooms that segregate students with 
disabilities. That is, the range of potential friends 
is limited. 

 For extracurricular activities, in turn, selection 
procedures are problematic. Exclusion based on 
tryouts can disengage and alienate students from 
school. When nonselected students are the ones 
who need most support, an opportunity to make 
them feel part of the school is lost. Therefore, 
schools should consider offering meaningful 
alternative activities for students who are not 

among the top performers within their extracur-
ricular activities. 

 The benefi ts of having at least one friend 
through the transition to a new school are consis-
tent across studies of kindergartners to middle 
school students. Similarly, research on bullying 
suggests that one friend is enough to both decrease 
the risk of getting bullied as well as to buffer the 
emotional distress associated with peer harass-
ment (Hodges, Boivin, Vitaro, & Bukowski, 
 1999 ; Hodges, Malone, & Perry,  1997  ) . Whether 
one friend or  any  friend is enough in other stress-
ful situations as well is less clear. It is therefore 
important to examine the potential power of one 
friend when youth experience academic diffi cul-
ties or when they get cut from a team. Equally 
important is research examining the ways in 
which some extracurricular involvement (e.g., 
team sports) might help students provide support 
to one another. Unless group work and other 
cooperative methods are used in classrooms, cer-
tain extracurricular activities may be one of the 
only ways to learn support giving. 

 Because the bodies of research on academic 
and extracurricular activities are largely separate, 
it is valuable to compare the two domains of 
engagement. It is interesting not only to note 
differences in assumptions and research tradi-
tions for each but also to learn about the general-
izability of the fi ndings across the two domains. 
For example, it appears that rejection by peers 
and exclusion from a sports team may have simi-
larly alienating effects that are related to disen-
gagement. Whether course selections, much like 
extracurricular choices, might be infl uenced in part 
by whether friends or high-status (i.e., popular) 
peers are involved in the class is also needed. 
Particularly intriguing is the idea that extracur-
ricular activities or peer relations fostered by 
those activities might help academic engagement.       
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  Abstract 

 In the present study, student engagement was conceptualized as a meta-
construct with affective, behavioral, and cognitive dimensions. As the 
indicators in each of the three dimensions were unpacked from facilitators 
and outcomes, we were able to investigate how student engagement was 
associated with its antecedents and outcomes in a sample of Chinese junior 
secondary school students ( N  = 822). The results supported a contextual 
model for understanding student engagement. They revealed that students 
were engaged in school when they felt that their teachers adopted motivat-
ing instructional practices and they had social-emotional support from 
their teachers, parents, and peers. Their engagement was high when they 
had high self-effi cacy, endorsed learning goals, and effort attribution. 
Most importantly, when students were engaged in schools, they experi-
enced positive emotions frequently and their teachers rated them high on 
academic performance and conduct. The fi ndings have implications for 
interventions for the enhancement of student engagement in school.    

 In recent years, the concept of student engagement 
has attracted much attention from educators 
and researchers (Fredricks, Blumenfeld, & Paris, 
 2004  ) . Many studies have indicated that student 
engagement has both short-term and long-term 
impacts on students. In the short term, it is predic-
tive of students’ learning, grades, and conduct in 
school (Connell, Spencer, & Aber,  1994 ; Hill & 
Werner,  2006 ; Marks,  2000 ; Skinner & Belmont, 
 1993 ; Voelkl,  1997  ) . Over the long term, it is 
linked to a variety of life outcomes, such as aca-
demic achievement, self-esteem, and socially 
appropriate behaviors (Finn & Rock,  1997 ; 
Hawkins, Gou, Hill, Battin-Pearson, & Abbott, 
 2001 ; Maddox & Prinz,  2003  ) . It is considered 
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as a protective factor against school dropout, 
 substance abuse, delinquency, and antisocial 
behaviors (Appleton, Christenson, & Furlong, 
 2008 ; Chung, Hill, Hawkins, Gilchrist, & Nagin, 
 2002 ; O’Farrell & Morrison,  2003  ) . Given the 
abundant evidence that student engagement is 
related not only to an adaptive orientation toward 
school but also to a wide range of developmental 
and adjustment outcomes, no wonder it has 
emerged in recent decades as an important con-
cept in the fi eld of education. 

   Conceptualization    and Measurement 
of Student Engagement 

 While there is a consensus about the importance 
of student engagement and the necessity to inves-
tigate how to enhance it, there is little consensus 
about its conceptualization and measurement. 
Most researchers agree that it is a metaconstruct 
encompassing multiple dimensions of involve-
ment in school or commitment in learning 
(Appleton et al.,  2008 ; Fredricks et al.,  2004 ; 
Jimerson, Campos, & Greif,  2003  ) . However, the 
number and nature of dimensions within this 
metaconstruct remain confusing and require clar-
ifi cation. Some researchers use a three-part typol-
ogy and conceptualize it as comprising affective, 
behavioral, and cognitive dimensions (Fredricks 
et al.,  2004 ; Jimerson et al.,  2003 ; Lam et al., 
 2009  ) , whereas some researchers use a four-part 
typology, adding an academic dimension to this 
metaconstruct (Appleton, Christenson, Kim, & 
Reschly,  2006  ) . Some researchers include ante-
cedents of student engagement, such as teacher 
support and peer relationships, in the measure-
ment of student engagement (e.g., Appleton et al., 
 2006  ) , whereas others include outcomes, such as 
grades and discipline, in the measurement (e.g., 
Archambault, Janosz, Fallu, & Pagani,  2009  ) . 

 The fusion of several dimensions under the 
idea of student engagement is valuable because it 
may provide a richer characterization of students 
than is possible in research on a single dimension 
(Fredricks et al.,  2004  ) . However, to capitalize on 
the merits of this metaconstruct, clarifi cation 
must be made regarding the number and nature of 
its dimensions. Otherwise, a comprehensive but 

elusive metaconstruct may cause more confusion 
than understanding. Three concerns regarding 
the conceptualization and measurement of this 
metaconstruct need to be addressed. The fi rst 
relates to the distinction between indicators ver-
sus facilitators of student engagement. Indicators 
refer to the features that defi ne student engage-
ment, while facilitators are contextual factors 
that infl uence student engagement (Sinclair, 
Christenson, Lehr, & Anderson,  2003 ; Skinner, 
Furrer, Marchand, & Kindermann,  2008  ) . 
Indicators are the characteristics that belong 
inside the construct of student engagement 
proper, e.g., students’ effort and enthusiasm in 
school work. By contrast, facilitators are the 
causal factors outside the construct, e.g., teacher 
support that contributes to student engagement. 
We agree with Skinner et al.  (  2008  )  that a clear 
demarcation between these two is needed. If 
facilitators are defi ned as part of student engage-
ment itself, researchers cannot explore how con-
textual factors, such as teacher support, infl uence 
student engagement. Therefore, facilitators 
should not be included in the conceptualization 
and measurement of student engagement. 

 The second concern relates to the distinction 
between indicators versus outcomes of student 
engagement. This concern is parallel with the 
fi rst one. Similarly, outcomes such as grades, dis-
cipline, and number of credits the student has 
accrued should not be defi ned as part of student 
engagement itself. Otherwise, researchers cannot 
explore the consequences of student engagement. 
Therefore, there is also a need for a clear demar-
cation between indicators and outcomes of stu-
dent engagement. Outcomes should not be 
included in the conceptualization and measure-
ment of student engagement. 

 The third concern relates to the uniqueness 
and redundancy of the dimensions in student 
engagement. Although the dimensions in this 
metaconstruct are not isolated processes and 
should be interrelated dynamically within indi-
vidual students, their features should not be over-
lapping with one another across the dimensions. 
Otherwise, the justifi cation for the proposed 
dimensions is in question. For example, in a four-
part typology (Appleton et al.,  2006  ) , the amount 
of time spent on schoolwork and the amount 
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of homework completed are considered as aca-
demic engagement. However, involvement in 
academic activities and on-task behavior can also 
be considered as behavioral engagement (Skinner 
& Belmont,  1993  ) . The overlapping between the 
academic and behavior engagement may result in 
redundancy and confusion. Parsimony is impor-
tant in the development of theoretical models 
(Gauch,  2003  ) . There is a need to streamline the 
dimensions in the metaconstruct of student 
engagement and to avoid redundancy. 

 To address the above concerns, we have 
adopted a three-part typology and conceptualized 
student engagement as a metaconstruct that com-
prises affective, behavioral, and cognitive dimen-
sions. They are the most critical dimensions of 
student involvement in school (Fredricks et al., 
 2004 ; Jimerson et al.,  2003  ) . Affective engage-
ment refers to students’ feelings about learning 
(Connell & Wellborn,  1991 ; Skinner & Belmont, 
 1993  )  and the school they attend (Finn,  1989 ; 
Voelkl,  1997  ) . The feelings about learning activi-
ties are refl ections of intrinsic motivation, while 
the feelings about the school are a manifestation 
of school bonding. Students with high affective 
engagement enjoy learning and love going to 
school. Behavioral engagement refers to student 
participation in learning (Birch & Ladd,  1997 ; 
Skinner & Belmont,  1993  )  and extracurricular 
activities in school (Finn, Pannozzo, & Voelkl, 
 1995  ) . Students with high behavioral engage-
ment are diligent in learning activities and active 
in extracurricular activities. Cognitive engage-
ment refers to the amount and types of cognitive 
strategies that students employ (Walker, Greene, 
& Mansell,  2006  ) . Students may employ deep or 
shallow processing strategies. Deep processing is 
associated with cognitive elaboration of the to-
be-learned material, whereas shallow processing 
involves rote memorization, basic rehearsal, and 
other types of superfi cial engagement with the 
new material. Students who engage in deep cog-
nitive processing have better understanding and 
retention of meaningful learning materials. 

 In this three-part typology, the three dimen-
sions of student engagement have clear and dis-
tinctive features that do not overlap with one 
another. The components in each of the dimen-
sions are actually well-established constructs in 

the literature. They have been addressed by robust 
bodies of work separately. For example, enjoy-
ment in learning, a component of affective 
engagement, is intrinsic motivation, the eager-
ness that comes from the pleasure in learning 
itself. This component is a well-researched con-
struct in the fi eld of motivation (Ryan & Deci, 
 2000  ) . To build a metaconstruct on well-defi ned 
and well-researched constructs enables research-
ers to tap into their existing body of knowledge 
and examine their additive and interactive effects 
simultaneously and dynamically. Compared to 
the research that focuses on only one construct, 
the study of student engagement as metaconstruct 
provides a new and comprehensive perspective. 

 In this three-part typology of student engage-
ment, indicators are conceptually unpacked from 
facilitators and outcomes. The clear demarca-
tion among the three enables researchers to 
examine the consequences of student engage-
ment in both the short and the long run. Most 
importantly, it also enables researchers to exam-
ine how and what contextual factors contribute 
to the development of student engagement. As 
Furlong and Christenson  (  2008  )  pointed out, 
student engagement is “a state of being that is 
highly infl uenced by contextual factors – home, 
school, and peers – in relation to the capacity of 
each to provide consistent support for student 
learning” (p. 366). It is not a nonmalleable trait 
of the student. The conceptualization of student 
engagement as a state instead of a trait is very 
important because it makes intervention possi-
ble and legitimate. If student engagement is a 
nonmalleable trait, there is no point to do any 
intervention. By contrast, if student engagement 
is infl uenced highly by contextual factors, inter-
vention with these factors will bring changes to 
student engagement.  

   Contextual Factors 

 Given the important impact of student engage-
ment on the wide range of developmental and 
adjustment outcomes, researchers and educators 
need to know how and what contextual factors 
can enhance it. The contextual factors of student 
engagement are best conceptualized from the 
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ecological system theory (Bronfenbrenner,  1986  ) . 
According to this theory, human development 
occurs in a nested arrangement of systems, each 
contained within the next. The most immediate 
systems in which a human organism develops are 
the microsystems (e.g., school, family, work-
place). The dynamics and relationships in these 
microsystems have a signifi cant impact on human 
development. To learn about how student engage-
ment develops in an intricate web of mutually 
infl uencing contexts, it is important to explore its 
antecedents in the school and family. 

 Figure  19.1  presents a contextual model of the 
antecedents and outcomes of student engage-
ment. In the school, at least two sets of contextual 
factors are likely to infl uence students’ personal 
motivational beliefs and their engagement in 
school. The fi rst set pertains to instructional con-
texts, and the second pertains to social-related-
ness contexts. How teachers teach in classrooms 
has tremendous impact on student motivation 
(Perry, Turner, & Meyer,  2006  ) . On the basis of 
social-cognitive theories and empirical research 
fi ndings in motivation and instructional strate-
gies, Lam, Pak, and Ma  (  2007  )  have identifi ed 

six important components of motivating instruc-
tional contexts: (1) challenge, (2) real-life signifi -
cance, (3) curiosity, (4) autonomy, (5) recognition, 
and (6) evaluation. The more the students reported 
that their teachers assigned challenging work, 
integrated real-life signifi cance to learning tasks, 
aroused their curiosity, supported their autonomy, 
recognized their effort or improvement, and used 
formative evaluation, the stronger was the intrin-
sic motivation they reported in learning.  

 Social-relatedness factors can also affect stu-
dent engagement. Children who report a higher 
sense of relatedness with teachers and peers show 
greater affective and behavioral engagement 
(Connell & Wellborn,  1991 ; Eccles et al.,  1993 ; 
Furrer & Skinner,  2003 ; Gest, Welsh, & 
Domitrovich,  2005 ; Murray & Greenberg,  2000 ; 
Wentzel,  1998  ) . Research on school bullying and 
victimization has also revealed that children with 
larger circles of friends, higher levels of peer 
acceptance, and lower levels of peer victimization 
tend to like school more (Ladd, Kochenderfer, & 
Coleman,  1997  ) . Students’ enthusiasm, interest, 
happiness, and comfort in school, then, seem to 
be shaped by their sense of relatedness to others. 

Instructional Contexts
- Challenge
- Real-Life Significance
- Curiosity
- Autonomy
- Recognition
- Evaluation

Social Relatedness
Contexts
- Teacher Support
- Parent Support
- Peer Support
- Aggression to Peers
- Aggression from Peers

Motivational Beliefs
- Goal Orientations
- Self-efficacy
- Attribution

Affective Engagement
- Liking for Learning
- Liking for School

Behavioral Engagement
- Effort in Learning
- Involvement in School

Activities

Cognitive Engagement
- Deep or Meaningful 
Processing

Positive Outcomes
- Emotional Functioning
- Academic Performance
- Conduct

Contextual
Factors

Personal
Factors

Student
engagement
in schools

Student
Outcomes

  Fig. 19.1    A contextual model for student engagement       
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By contrast, feelings of boredom, frustration, 
 sadness, and anxiety in the school are exacer-
bated when children feel alienated from others. 

 Other than social relatedness in school, social 
relatedness at home is also infl uential to student 
engagement in school. Family is one of the most 
immediate microsystems for human develop-
ment. Parent support is expected to play an 
important role in student engagement in school. 
It is well documented that parenting styles (e.g., 
Donrbush, Ritter, Leiderman, Roberts, & 
Fraleigh,  1987  )  and parental involvement (e.g., 
Hoover-Dempsey & Sandler,  1995  )  contribute to 
children’s academic performance in school. 
Students will be engaged in school when they 
perceive that their parents have high expectation 
on them and provide them with encouragement 
and assistance.  

   Personal Factors 

 Some personal factors may have direct impact on 
student engagement. They may mediate the effect 
of contextual factors on student engagement. It is 
well documented that some motivational beliefs 
are essential to students’ intrinsic interest and 
may be important proximal determinants of stu-
dent engagement (see Schunk & Zimmerman, 
 2006  for a review). These beliefs include goal 
orientations (Dweck,  2006  ) , attribution (Weiner, 
 1985  ) , and self-effi cacy (Bandura,  1977  ) . Students 
with learning goals are more persistent after fail-
ure than students with performance goals (Lam, 
Yim, Law, & Cheung,  2004  ) . They focus on gain-
ing new skills and knowledge even if failures 
occur during the process. On the contrary, stu-
dents with performance goals focus on gaining 
positive evaluation of their ability. They tend to 
avoid challenges when they are not sure that they 
can gain positive feedback from others. Goal ori-
entations affect not only students’ persistence 
and effort in learning but also their cognitive 
engagement (Elliot, McGregor, & Gable,  1999 ; 
Graham & Golan,  1991 ; Meece, Blumenfeld, & 
Hoyle,  1988 ; Nolen,  1988  ) . Learning goals are 
positive predictors of deep processing, whereas 

performance goals are positive predictors of 
 surface processing. 

 Attribution can also be an important anteced-
ent of student engagement. Weiner ( 1985 ) postu-
lated that differences in effort expenditure by 
students can be explained by differences in how 
they explain their successes and failures. When 
students attribute success and failure to effort, 
they are more likely to invest effort in future 
tasks. Another potential determinant of students’ 
effort expenditure is self-effi cacy (Bandura, 
 1977  ) . Students with high self-effi cacy believe 
that they are capable of successfully performing 
the course of action that will lead to success. 
They attempt challenging tasks and do not give 
up easily. It is reasonable to expect that students 
with high self-effi cacy tend to be engaged in 
school.  

   Overview of the Study 

 The study reported in this chapter is a part of a 
multicountry project initiated by the International 
School Psychology Association (Lam et al., 
 2009  ) . Twelve countries (Austria, Canada, 
China, Cyprus, Estonia, Greece, Korea, Malta, 
Portugal, Romania, United Kingdom, and 
United States) participated in this project with 
the purpose of investigating both the personal 
and contextual antecedents of student engage-
ment in schools across different countries. This 
was a large-scale international project that 
involved many themes of investigation. In this 
chapter, the focus is on the validation of the 
contextual model presented in Fig.  19.1 . With 
the data from China, we examined how student 
engagement was associated with contextual fac-
tors, personal factors, and student outcomes. It 
is noteworthy that the relations among these 
constructs may be  bidirectional. Better student 
outcomes may  reinforce student engagement, 
which in turn may have positive impact on per-
sonal and  contextual factors. Reciprocal rela-
tionships between contextual factors and student 
engagement were found in previous research 
(Skinner & Belmont,  1993  ) .  
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   Method 

   Participants 

 The participants were 822 junior secondary 
school students from three cities in China, 
namely, Hangzhou, Hong Kong, and Kunming. 
The three cities are located in different regions of 
the country and are considered as big cities in 
their regions. The population of these three cities 
ranged from 6.25 million to 7 million. The sample 
consisted of 280 seventh graders, 236 eighth 
graders, and 306 ninth graders from the three 
cities. About 34% of the students came from 
Hangzhou, 29% from Hong Kong, and 37% from 
Kunming. Parental consent was obtained in Hong 
Kong and approval was sought from local educa-
tion authorities in Hangzhou and Kunming. All 
the students gave assent to the participation. Their 
mean age was 14.14, with a range of 12–19 and a 
standard deviation of 1.21. The percentages of 
boys and girls were 54.8% and 45.2%, respec-
tively. To make sure that the sample was repre-
sentative of the average urban Chinese students, 
the students were recruited from an ordinary 
school with an average academic performance in 
each city. Elite schools or special schools were 
not included in the present study.  

   Procedures 

 The participants were asked to complete a ques-
tionnaire in their schools. The questionnaire 
included questions about their engagement in 
school and antecedent factors of their engage-
ment. The questionnaire was either administered 
by project research assistants or the teachers in 
their respective schools. The survey was admin-
istered at the end of a semester, and the students 
were asked to answer the questions with refer-
ence to their experience in that semester. At about 
the same time, their teachers completed a rating 
form to report each student’s academic perfor-
mance and conduct in that semester.  

   Measures 

   Student Engagement 
 Student engagement in school was measured by a 
scale that consisted of three subscales, namely, 
affective engagement, behavioral engagement, 
and cognitive engagement Subscales. The affec-
tive engagement subscale consisted of nine items 
that measured the student’s liking for learning 
and school (e.g., “I like what I am learning in 
school.”). The behavioral engagement subscale 
consisted of 12 items that measure students’ per-
sistence and effort in learning (e.g., “I try hard to 
do well in school.”). The cognitive engagement 
subscale consisted of 12 items that measured stu-
dents’ use of meaningful information processing 
strategies in learning (e.g., “When I study, I try to 
connect what I am learning with my own experi-
ences.”). The students were asked to indicate 
their agreement to the items in the affective and 
behavioral subscales on a 5-point Likert scale 
with 1 for  strongly disagree  and 5 for  strongly 
agree . As for the cognitive subscale, responses 
were made on a 5-point Likert scale with 1 for 
 never  and 5 for  always . We used the average of 
the three subscale scores to indicate student 
engagement. A high score indicated high engage-
ment and a low score indicated otherwise. The 
Cronbach’s   a   of the three subscale-scores was 
.78 for this sample.  

   Motivating Instructional Contexts 
 Students’ perceptions of their teachers’ instruc-
tional practices were measured by the Motivating 
Instructional Contexts Inventory (MICI) (Lam 
et al.,  2007  ) . The MICI consisted of 24 items 
with four items in each of the six subscales: chal-
lenge (e.g., “Teachers give assignments at the 
right level, neither too diffi cult nor too easy.”), 
real-life signifi cance (e.g., “Teachers point out 
the relation between the subject and our everyday 
life.”), curiosity (e.g., “During the course of 
teaching, teachers will pinpoint the intriguing 
part and demand us to think it over and sort it 
out.”), autonomy (e.g., “Teachers let us choose 
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exercises that match our individual interests.”), 
recognition (e.g., “Teachers give recognition to 
our self-improvement and care not so much if we 
can win over others.”), and evaluation (e.g., 
“When giving comments on our work, teachers 
specifi cally point out those areas for improve-
ment instead of just grading it good or bad.”). 
These six subscales, respectively, measured stu-
dents’ perceptions of the proportion of their 
teachers who had provided them with challeng-
ing tasks, ensured real-life signifi cance in their 
learning activities, stimulated their curiosity, 
granted them autonomy, recognized their efforts, 
and provided useful feedback for their improve-
ment. The students were asked to indicate the 
proportions on a 5-point Likert scale with 1 for 
 none of them  and 5 for  all of them . We used the 
average of the six subscale-scores as an indicator 
of the students’ perceptions of their teachers’ 
instructional practices. A high score indicated 
that the students perceived that most of their 
teachers adopted instructional practices that were 
motivating. A low score indicated otherwise. The 
Cronbach’s  a  of these six subscale-scores was 
.92 for this sample.  

   Teacher Support 
 Student perception of teacher support was mea-
sured by the Caring Adult Relationships in School 
Scale of the California Healthy Kids Survey 
(WestEd,  2000  ) . The scale consisted of three 
items: (1) “At my school, there is a teacher who 
cares about me”; (2) “At my school, there is a 
teacher who is kind to me”; and (3) “At my 
school, there is a teacher who listens to me when 
I have something to say.” Students were asked to 
indicate how much they agreed to these three 
statements on a 5-point Likert scale with 1 for 
 strongly disagree  and 5 for  strongly agree . A high 
score indicated perception of high teacher sup-
port and a low score indicated otherwise. The 
Cronbach’s   a   of the three item-scores was .79 for 
this sample.  

   Parent Support 
 Student perception of parent support was mea-
sured by eight items adapted from the compo-
nents of home support for learning in the 

Functional Assessment of Academic Behavior 
(Ysseldyke & Christenson,  2003  ) . These items 
described parent involvement in their children’s 
learning, such as asking their children about 
school, monitoring their children’s academic 
progress, and discussing schoolwork with their 
children at home. The students indicated the fre-
quency of their parent support as stated in these 
items on a 5-point Likert scale with 1 for  never  
and 5 for  always . A high score indicated percep-
tions of high parent support and a low score indi-
cated otherwise. The Cronbach’s   a   of the eight 
item-scores was .85 for this sample.  

   Peer Support 
 It was measured by the Caring Peer Relationships 
in School Scale of the California Healthy Kids 
Survey (WestEd,  2000  ) . The scale consisted of 
three items: (1) “At my school, I have a friend 
who really cares about me”; (2) “At my school, I 
have a friend who talks with me about my prob-
lems”; and (3) “At my school, I have a friend 
who helps me when I’m having a hard time.” The 
students were asked to indicate how much they 
agreed to these three statements on a 5-point 
Likert scale with 1 for  strongly disagree  and 5 for 
 strongly agree . A high score indicated percep-
tions of high peer support and a low score indi-
cated otherwise. The Cronbach’s   a   of the three 
item-scores was .79 for this sample.  

   Aggression to Peers 
 This was measured by a 7-item scale of peer 
aggression (Hill & Werner,  2006  ) . The students 
indicated how often over the semester they had 
engaged in aggressive behaviors toward their 
peers (e.g., “hit someone because you didn’t like 
what that person said or did.”). Responses were 
made on a 5-point scale with 1 for  never  and 5 for 
 at least once every day . A high score indicated 
high aggression to peers in the school and a low 
score indicated otherwise. The Cronbach’s   a   of 
the seven item-scores was .76 for this sample.  

   Aggression from Peers 
 This was measured by a scale modifi ed from the 
scale that measured aggression to peers (Hill & 
Werner,  2006  ) . The students indicated how often 
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over the semester someone was aggressive to 
them (e.g., “Someone who didn’t like you hit 
you.”). Responses were made on a 5-point scale 
with 1 for  never  and 5 for  at least once every day . 
A high score indicated high aggression from 
peers in the school and a low score indicated oth-
erwise. The Cronbach’s   a   of the seven item-
scores was .86 for this sample.  

   Self-Effi cacy 
 This was measured by a 7-item scale adapted 
from the self-effi cacy scale used by Pintrich and 
de Groot  (  1990  ) . The students indicated the extent 
to which they agreed with the statement about 
their self-effi cacy in learning (e.g., “I can do very 
well in this class if I work hard.”). Responses 
were made on a 5-point scale with 1 for  strongly 
disagree  and 5 for  strongly agree . We used the 
average of the fi ve item-scores to indicate stu-
dents’ self-effi cacy. A high score indicated that 
students believed strongly that they were capable 
of successfully performing the course of action 
that would lead to success and a low score indi-
cated otherwise. The Cronbach’s   a   of the fi ve 
item-scores was .74 for this sample.  

   Learning Goals 
 A 3-item scale, adapted from the Scales of 
Achievement Goal Orientations (Midgley et al., 
 1998  ) , was used to measure learning goals. These 
three items were (1) “I like school work best 
when it really makes me think,” (2) “An impor-
tant reason I do my school work is because I want 
to get better at it,” and (3) “I do my school work 
because I am interested in it.” The students were 
asked to indicate their agreement to these items 
on a 5-point scale with 1 for  strongly disagree  
and 5 for  strongly agree . The average of the three 
item-scores refl ected the extent to which the stu-
dents endorsed the goals to develop their ability 
or master the task. A high score indicated high 
endorsement of learning goals and a low score 
indicated otherwise .  The Cronbach’s   a   of the 
three item-scores was .68 for this sample.  

   Performance Approach Goals 
 These were also measured by a three-item scale 
adapted from the Scales of Achievement Goal 
Orientations (Midgley et al.,  1998  ) . These three 

items were (1) “It’s important to me that the other 
students in my classes think that I am good at my 
work,” (2) “I’d like to show my teachers that I’m 
smarter than the other students in my classes,” 
and (3) “Doing better than other students in 
school is important to me.” The students were 
asked to indicate their agreement to these items 
on a 5-point scale with 1 for  strongly disagree  
and 5 for  strongly agree.  The average of the three 
item-scores refl ected the extent to which the stu-
dents endorsed the goals to seek positive evalua-
tion of their performances or abilities. High 
scores indicated high endorsement of perfor-
mance approach goals and low scores indicated 
otherwise. The Cronbach’s   a   of the three item-
scores was .60 for this sample.  

   Performance Avoidance Goals 
 These were also measured by a 3-item scale 
adapted from the Scales of Achievement Goal 
Orientations (Midgley et al.,  1998  ) . These three 
items were (1) “It’s very important to me that I 
don’t look stupid in my classes,” (2) “An impor-
tant reason I do my school work is so that I don’t 
embarrass myself,” and (3) “The reason I do my 
work is so others won’t think I’m dumb.” The 
students were asked to indicate their agreement 
to these items on a 5-point scale with 1 for 
 strongly disagree  and 5 for  strongly agree.  The 
average of the three item-scores refl ected the 
extent to which the students endorsed the goals to 
avoid negative evaluation of their performance or 
ability. A high score indicated high endorsement 
of performance avoidance goals and a low score 
indicated otherwise .  The Cronbach’s   a   of the 
three item-scores was .59 for this sample.  

   Attribution 
 To measure students’ beliefs in attribution, we 
asked them to indicate how much their academic 
performances in that semester were infl uenced by 
their abilities, efforts, luck (e.g., boring learning 
materials), and situations (e.g., being sick). They 
were asked to write down the percentage of each 
factor’s contribution and the total was required to 
add up to 100%. The higher the percentage that a 
student assigned to a factor indicated the more 
that the student attributed his/her academic per-
formance to that factor.  
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   Emotional Functioning 
 This was measured by a scale adapted from the 
Emotional Functioning Scale (Diener, Smith, & 
Fujita,  1995  ) . The item with the highest factor 
loading in each of the six clusters of emotion in 
this scale was selected. The students were asked to 
indicate how often they had felt happiness, anxi-
ety, anger, shame, sadness, or caring in that semes-
ter. Their responses were made on a 5-point scale 
with 1 for  never  and 5 for  always . The scores for 
happiness and caring were averaged to indicate 
positive emotion. The scores for anxiety, anger, 
shame, and sadness were averaged to indicate 
negative emotion. The Cronbach’s   a   of the posi-
tive emotion scores and negative emotion scores 
were .50 and .70, respectively, for this sample.  

   Academic Performance 
 The students’ academic performances were 
reported by their teachers. The teachers reported 
how much each of the students in their class was 
“good at school work,” had “good performance 
on tests,” and did “well on assignments.” They 
were asked to indicate their agreement to the 
above three statements on a 5-point Likert scale 
with 1 for  strongly disagree  and 5 for  strongly 
agree . The average of these three item-scores 
was used as an indicator of the students’ academic 
performances in school. A high score indicated 
good academic performances and a low score 
indicated otherwise. The Cronbach’s   a   of the six 
item-scores was .89 for this sample.  

   Conduct 
 The students’ conduct was also reported by their 
teachers. The teachers reported how much each 
of the students in their class was “well behaved in 
class,” “followed all of the rules,” and “never got 
in trouble in class.” They were asked to indicate 
their agreement to the above three statements on 
a 5-point Likert scale with 1 for  strongly disagree  
and 5 for  strongly agree . The average of these 
three item-scores was used as an indicator of the 
students’ conduct in school. A high score indi-
cated good conduct and a low score indicated 
otherwise. The Cronbach’s   a   of the six item-
scores was .92 for this sample.    

   Results 

   Intraclass Correlations 

 Before completing the main analyses to examine 
how student engagement was related to the ante-
cedent factors and outcomes, it was essential to 
determine the proportion of total variance that 
occurred systematically between the three cities, 
i.e., the intraclass correlation (ICC). In the cur-
rent study, the students were nested within cities. 
If the ICC was high, one could not treat the stu-
dents as independent subjects and do the analyses 
as if they were not nested within cities. Ignoring 
their cities would have resulted in an overestima-
tion of the correlation among the variables. Lee 
 (     2000  )  argued that researchers should consider a 
multilevel analytic method when the ICC is more 
than trivial (i.e., greater than 10% of the total 
variance in the outcome). To determine the ICC, 
we conducted analyses of unconditional models 
for the three subscales and the full scale of stu-
dent engagement using Hierarchical Linear 
Modeling (Raudenbush & Bryk,  2002  ) . The 
between-city ICCs of affective engagement, 
behavioral engagement, cognitive engagement, 
and the full scale were .07, .05, .04, and.04, 
respectively. All the ICC indicated that less than 
10% of the total variance in these variables 
occurred systematically between cities. Thus, it 
was justifi able to pool the data from the three cit-
ies and to run the analyses with the students as 
independent subjects.  

   Student Engagement and Instructional 
Contexts 

 The means for the subscale scores of affective 
engage ment, behavioral engagement, cognitive 
engagement, and the full-scale score of student 
engagement were 3.32, 3.56, 3.18, and 3.36, 
respectively. The correlation coeffi cients of these 
scores with the subscale and full-scale scores of 
the Motivating Instructional Contexts Inventory 
are presented in Table  19.1 . Given the many cor-
relation tests and large sample size, attention 
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should be focused on the effect size of the corre-
lation instead of the p value. As suggested by 
Cohen  (  1992  ) ,  r  = .1 − .23 is considered as small; 
 r  = .24 − .36 is considered medium; and  r  > 0.37 is 
considered as large. The correlations in Table  19.1  
were mostly medium and large. Student engage-
ment was associated signifi cantly with instruc-
tional contexts. The more the students perceived 
that their teachers assigned challenging work, 
integrated real-life signifi cance to learning tasks, 
aroused their curiosity, supported their autonomy, 
recognized their effort or improvement, and used 
formative evaluation, the more they reported that 
they were engaged affectively, behaviorally, and 
cognitively in school. It is noteworthy that among 
the six instructional practices, the practice to inte-
grate real-life signifi cance with learning tasks had 
the highest correlation with student engagement. 
We regressed student engagement on the six 
instructional practices and obtained similar results. 
Real-life signifi cance had the highest predictive 
power of student engagement (  b   = .33,  p  < .001). It 
is also noteworthy that, among the three subscales 
of student engagement, affective engagement had 

the highest correlation with all the six motivating 
instructional practices. It seemed that liking for 
learning and for school was most sensitive to 
motivating instructional contexts.   

   Student Engagement 
and Social-Relatedness Contexts 

 The correlation coeffi cients between the factors in 
social-related contexts and the subscales and full 
scale of student engagement are presented in 
Table  19.2 . All the correlation coeffi cients were 
signifi cant except the one between aggression 
from peers and cognitive engagement. The results 
indicated that student engagement was related 
closely to teacher support, parent support, peer 
support, aggression to peers, and aggression from 
peers. It is interesting to note that teacher support 
had a stronger association with student engage-
ment than parent support and peer support. We 
regressed student engagement on all the fi ve con-
textual variables and found that teacher support 
had the highest predictive power of student 

   Table 19.1    Means of the subscale and full-scale scores of the Motivating Instructional Contexts Inventory (MICI) and 
their correlations with student engagement   

 Mean (SD) 
 Affective 
engagement 

 Behavioral 
engagement 

 Cognitive 
engagement 

 Student 
engagement 

 Challenge  2.80 (.86)  .30**  .24**  .31**  .34** 
 Curiosity  3.50 (.86)  .39**  .35**  .31**  .42** 
 Real-life signifi cance  3.29 (.92)  .47**  .38**  .35**  .48** 
 Autonomy  2.77 (1.02)  .35**  .25**  .30**  .36** 
 Recognition  3.41 (.96)  .32**  .31**  .26**  .35** 
 Evaluation  3.11 (.86)  .40**  .34**  .31**  .42** 
 Full-scale score  3.15 (.78)  .43**  .36**  .36**  .46** 

   Note : ** p  < .01  

   Table 19.2    Means of the factors in the social-relatedness contexts and their correlations with student engagement   

 Mean (SD) 
 Affective 
engagement 

 Behavioral 
engagement 

 Cognitive 
engagement 

 Student 
engagement 

 Teacher support  3.80 (.84)  .46**  .42**  .32**  .48** 
 Parent support  3.62 (.84)  .32**  .34**  .30**  .38** 
 Peer support  4.07 (.78)  .25**  .29**  .25**  .31** 
 Aggression toward peers  1.46 (.57)  −.26**  −.27**  −.16**  −.27** 
 Aggression from peers  1.50 (.72)  −.10**  −.09*  −.01  −.08* 

   Note : ** p  < .01, *  p  < .05  
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engagement (  b   = .35,  p  < .001). In addition, 
Table  19.2  shows that aggression to peers had a 
stronger association with student engagement than 
aggression from peers. The results of the multiple 
regression analysis also corroborated with this 
fi nding. Aggression to peers had higher predictive 
power of student engagement (  b   = −.26,  p  < .001) 
than aggression from peers (  b   = −.14,  p  < .001). In 
other words, the chances for the bullies to be dis-
engaged from school were higher than those of the 
victims who got bullied.   

   Student Engagement and Motivational 
Beliefs 

 The correlation coeffi cients between the motiva-
tional beliefs and the subscales and full scale of 
student engagement are presented in Table  19.3 . 
Self-effi cacy had a strong association with stu-
dent engagement. The more the students believed 
that they were capable of successfully performing 
the course of action that would lead to success, 
the more they were engaged affectively, behavior-
ally, and cognitively in school. Among the three 
goal orientations, learning goals had the strongest 
association with student engagement. It is note-
worthy that performance approach goals were 
also associated positively with student engage-
ment although the effect size was not as big as 
that of learning goals. Performance avoidance 
goals did not have much association with student 
engagement although it had a small negative asso-
ciation with behavioral engagement ( r  = −.11, 

 p  < .01). Among the four types of attribution, 
effort attribution and situation attribution had the 
strongest association with student engagement. 
The more the students attributed their academic 
performances to their efforts, the more they would 
be engaged in school. By contrast, the more the 
students attributed their academic performances 
to situations, such as teachers’ teaching strategies 
or boring learning materials, the less they would 
be engaged. In addition, the associations of ability 
attribution and luck attribution with student 
engagement were not obvious.  

 Given the strong association between self-
effi cacy and student engagement, self-effi cacy 
was very likely a mediator in the relationship 
between instructional contexts and student 
engagement. To verify this mediation model, we 
examined the mediation effect of self-effi cacy in 
the relationship between instructional contexts 
and student engagement. The Sobel Test indi-
cated that the effect of instructional contexts on 
student engagement was mediated partially by 
self-effi cacy,  z  = 6.63,  p  < .01. The indirect and 
direct effects of instructional contexts on student 
engagement were .12,  p  < .01, and .35,  p  < .01, 
respectively.  

   Student Engagement and Student 
Outcomes 

 The correlation coeffi cients between the four out-
come variables and the subscales and full scale of 
student engagement are presented in Table  19.4 . 

   Table 19.3    Means of motivational beliefs and their correlations with student engagement   

 Mean (SD) 
 Affective 
engagement 

 Behavioral 
engagement 

 Cognitive 
engagement 

 Student 
engagement 

 Self-effi cacy  3.83 (.61)  .41**  .55**  .46**  .56** 
 Learning goals  3.36 (.83)  .58**  .52**  .45**  .62** 
 Performance approach goals  3.20 (.78)  .22**  .17**  .25**  .26** 
 Performance avoidance goals  2.80 (.84)  −.06  −.11**  .04  −.05 
 Effort attribution  37.50 (19.20)  .20**  .17**  .14**  20** 
 Ability attribution  29.46 (17.21)  −.03  .03  .01  .00 
 Luck attribution  12.25 (11.75)  −.06  −.06  −.07*  −.08* 
 Situation attribution  21.59 (14.98)  −.20**  −.29**  −.14**  −.21** 

   Note : ** p  < .01, * p  < .05  
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As predicted, student engagement was correlated 
signifi cantly with positive emotions. The more 
the students reported that they were engaged 
affectively, behaviorally, and cognitively in 
school, the more they would report that they often 
had positive emotions. However, there was little 
association between negative emotions and stu-
dent engagement. Both academic performances 
and conduct had signifi cant correlations with stu-
dent engagement. The more the students reported 
that they were engaged in school, the more their 
teachers would report that they had good aca-
demic performance and conduct.    

   Discussion 

 With the conceptualization and measurement of 
student engagement with indicators in three 
dimensions that were unpacked from facilitators 
and outcomes, we were able to investigate how 
student engagement was associated with its ante-
cedents and outcomes. The results indicated that 
student engagement was associated signifi cantly 
with the contextual factors, motivational beliefs, 
and student outcomes. They provided empirical 
support to the contextual model proposed in 
Fig.  19.1 . Students were engaged affectively, 
behaviorally, and cognitively in school when they 
felt that their teachers adopted motivating instruc-
tional practices and they had social-emotional 
support from their teachers, parents, and peers. 
Their engagement in school was also high when 
they had high self-effi cacy, endorsed learning 
goals, and attributed their academic performances 
to how much effort they had made. Most impor-
tantly, when students were engaged in schools, 

they experienced positive emotions frequently 
and their teachers rated them high on academic 
performance and conduct. 

 The data of the present study were collected 
from junior secondary students in China, a devel-
oping country where a collectivistic culture pre-
vails. One may query the generalizability of the 
results to other countries with different cultures. 
As this is a subproject of an international research 
project that involved 12 countries (Lam et al., 
 2009  ) , cross-country comparisons could be made. 
Lam et al. found that the proposed contextual 
model was consistent across the 12 countries. 
They found that how student engagement was 
related to the contextual factors and student out-
comes did not vary between countries according 
to gross domestic product (GDP) per capita, an 
important indicator of economic development. 
Neither did the relationships vary between coun-
tries according to Hofstede’s Individualism Index 
 (  2009  ) , an indicator of cultural value that distin-
guished individualistic cultures from collectivis-
tic cultures. The contextual model in Fig.  19.1  is 
valid for the 12 countries although they are very 
different in economic development and cultures. 
There are more cultural similarities than differ-
ences when it comes to matters about how stu-
dent engagement is related to its contexts, 
antecedents, and outcomes. 

   Instructional and Social-Relatedness 
Contexts 

 The results of the present study indicated that 
instructional contexts were related closely to 
 student engagement. A close examination of the 

   Table 19.4    Means of the student outcomes and their correlations with student engagement   

 Mean (SD) 
 Affective 
engagement 

 Behavioral 
engagement 

 Cognitive 
engagement 

 Student 
engagement 

 Positive emotion  3.63 (.92)  .38**  .32**  .26**  .38** 
 Negative emotions  2.55 (.76)  −.06  −.03  .02  −.03 
 Academic performance  3.72 (1.05)  .18**  .24**  .15**  .22** 
 Conduct  3.99 (.98)  .16**  .18**  .07*  .16** 

   Note : ** p  < .01, * p  < .05  
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correlations between student engagement and the 
subscales of the Motivating Instructional Contexts 
Inventory revealed an interesting pattern. Real-
life signifi cance stood out to be the subscale that 
had the highest correlation with student engage-
ment. The more the students perceived that many 
of their teachers integrated real-life signifi cance 
into their learning tasks, the more they reported 
that they were engaged affectively, behaviorally, 
and cognitively in school. According to expec-
tancy x value theory, the amount of effort invested 
in a task is a product of expectation of success and 
the values of the task (Wigfi eld & Eccles,  2000  ) . 
To increase the value of a task, one strategy is to 
incorporate real-life signifi cance into the task. 
Students are more likely to be interested in a task 
and to think highly of its successful completion if 
it is relevant to their lives. The results of the pres-
ent study support the claims of the expectancy x 
value theory and have important implications for 
instructional practices. To enhance student 
engagement, teachers need to provide learning 
materials and activities relevant to their students’ 
real-life experiences. Instructional strategies spe-
cifi c to the promotion of real-life signifi cance 
include explaining the text with reference to daily 
life examples and pointing out the practical use of 
the learning activities. 

 Among the three dimensions of student 
engagement, affective engagement had the high-
est positive association with instructional con-
texts. This seemed to be the most responsive and 
sensitive dimension to motivating instructional 
strategies. Affective engagement refers to the 
intrinsic motivation (liking for learning) and 
school bonding (liking for school). It is the direct 
feeling toward learning and school. Compared to 
behavioral and cognitive engagement, the 
response of affective engagement to instructional 
contexts may be more direct and intuitive. In a 
longitudinal study of the internal dynamics of 
student engagement, Skinner et al.  (  2008  )  found 
that emotional components of engagement con-
tributed signifi cantly to changes in their behav-
ioral counterparts. The affective dimension may 
be the engine that drives the other dimensions of 
student engagement. Interventions that target 
affective dimension are particularly important 

because they may provide leverage to uplift 
 student engagement as a whole. 

 In the present study, most of the factors in 
social-relatedness contexts were associated with 
student engagement. The most outstanding one 
was teacher support. Its correlation with the full-
scale score of student engagement ( r  = .48,  p  < .01) 
was much higher than those of parent support 
( r  = .38,  p  < .01) and student support ( r  = .32, 
 p  < .01). The fi ndings that peer support ranked the 
last does not seem to be consistent with the com-
mon belief that peers are infl uential to adoles-
cents. However, these fi ndings are understandable 
when the support from teachers, parents, and 
teachers is compared across various outcomes of 
children. In a study with sixth grade students, 
Wentzel  (  1998  )  found that peer support was a 
positive predictor of prosocial goal pursuit, 
teacher support was a positive predictor of class-
related and school-related interest, and parent 
support was a positive predictor of school-related 
interest and goal orientations. Different outcomes 
were associated with support from different 
socializing agents. Peer support was still impor-
tant; however, it was not as important as teacher 
and parent support when the matter of concern 
was school-related interest. The fi ndings of the 
present study supported the importance of teacher 
support in student engagement. Students will be 
engaged in school when they feel that their teach-
ers provide them with social-emotional support. 
Teacher support can be a pivotal factor in the 
enhancement of student engagement. 

 In the present study, aggression to peers was 
found to have negative association with student 
engagement ( r  = −.27,  p  < .01). This association 
was much higher than that of aggression to peers 
( r  = −.08,  p  < .05) with student engagement. The 
fi ndings suggest that the chances for the bullies to 
be disengaged from school are higher than those 
of the victims who get bullied. The vulnerable 
victims are usually the center of attention for the 
research in peer aggression (Juvonen & Graham, 
 2001 ; Ladd et al.,  1997  ) . However, the fi ndings 
of the present study remind us that the bullies 
may be more susceptible to disengagement from 
school. They are also a group of students who 
need attention from researchers and educators.  
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   Motivational Beliefs 

 As presented in Table  19.3 , self-effi cacy was 
associated positively with student engagement. 
The more the students believed that they were 
capable of successfully performing the course of 
action that would lead to success, the more they 
were engaged in schools. It was found in the pres-
ent study that self-effi cacy was a mediator in the 
relationship between instructional contexts and 
student engagement. The instructional contexts 
had impact on students’ self-effi cacy, which in 
turn had impact student engagement. This media-
tion model can be explained by expectancy 
x value theory (Wigfi eld & Eccles,  2000  ) . 
According to this theory, the amount of effort 
invested in a task is a product of expectation of 
success and the values of the task, the increase in 
the expectation of success would be motivational. 
When teachers adopt instructional practices that 
enable students to master challenging tasks suc-
cessfully, they will increase their students’ self-
effi cacy. As indicated in the challenge subscale of 
the Motivating Instructional Contexts Inventory, 
these instructional practices include providing 
scaffolding and assigning a task at the appropriate 
diffi culty level. The results of the mediation analy-
sis showed that the more the teachers adopted these 
practices, the more the students would feel effi ca-
cious. When the students felt more effi cacious, 
they would be more engaged in school. These 
results illustrate the mechanism by which instruc-
tional contexts affect student engagement. They 
help teachers understand how they can enhance 
student engagement by promoting self-effi cacy. 

 Among the three goal orientations, learning 
goals had the strongest correlation with student 
engagement. Nevertheless, performance approach 
goals also had a positive association with student 
engagement. The role of performance approach 
goals in learning and achievement has been con-
troversial (Midgley, Kaplan, & Middleton,  2001  ) . 
Experimental studies with manipulation (e.g., 
Lam et al.,  2004  )  have usually shown that perfor-
mance goals have detrimental effects on learning 
and achievement, but correlational studies with 
observed data (e.g., Pintrich,  2000  )  showed other-
wise. As the present study was also a correlational 

study, its results were consistent with those of the 
previous correlational studies and showed that 
performance approach goals had a positive asso-
ciation with student engagement. It was only the 
performance avoidance goals that had any nega-
tive association with behavioral engagement. The 
discrepancy between the fi ndings of experimental 
and correlational studies may be due to the differ-
ences in methodology. Studies with experimental 
design usually manipulate performance goals and 
look into how students with these goals respond 
to setbacks. As Dweck described clearly in a 
seminal paper  (  1986  ) , performance goals with 
high self-confi dence are as motivating as learn-
ing goals. It is only in the condition of low 
self-confi dence that performance goals will elicit 
avoidance and self-handicapping behaviors. 
Performance goals with high self-confi dence are 
similar to performance approach goals, whereas 
performance goals with low self-confi dence are 
similar to performance avoidance goals. It is 
understandable that correlational studies, without 
controlling the level of self-confi dence, will fi nd 
that performance approach goals are associated 
with positive outcomes. The positive role of per-
formance approach goals in learning and achieve-
ment is unstable because it may turn negative 
once self-confi dence is low. Educators must be 
cautious in promoting performance approach 
goals because it may backfi re when learning 
becomes diffi cult and challenging. 

 The results of the present study indicated that, 
among the four types of attribution, effort attribu-
tion had the highest correlation with student 
engagement. The more the students attributed 
their academic performances to their efforts, the 
more they reported that they were engaged affec-
tively, behaviorally, and cognitively in school. 
Effort is an internal, controllable, and changeable 
factor (Weiner,  1985  ) . Students will believe that 
they can control and change their academic per-
formance if they endorse effort attribution. By 
contrast, attribution to external and uncontrolla-
ble factors, such as luck and situation, does not 
help them think that they can control and change 
their academic performance. It is interesting to 
note that ability attribution did not have any asso-
ciation with student engagement. Ability is an 
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internal factor, but whether it is controllable and 
changeable depends on one’s implicit theory of 
intelligence (Dweck,  1986  ) . If students believe 
that ability is inherited and nonmalleable, ability 
attribution does not help them much. This is par-
ticularly so in the face of setback. Out of good 
intention, many teachers may praise their stu-
dents’ abilities for good academic performance. 
This practice may also backfi re if their students 
believe that ability is inherited and nonmalleable 
(Mueller & Dweck,  1998  ) .  

   Limitations and Future Directions 

 The present study has provided support to a 
 contextual model for understanding student 
engagement. With the conceptualization and 
measurement of student engagement with indica-
tors in three dimensions that were unpacked from 
facilitators and outcomes, the present study 
showed how student engagement was associated 
with its antecedents and outcomes. The fi ndings 
have signifi cant implications for strategies for the 
enhancement of student engagement. 

 Despite its contributions, the present study 
also has some obvious limitations. This is a cor-
relational study with observed data, so causal 
relations between variables cannot be ascertained. 
To address this limitation, future studies may 
consider fi eld experiments on the effects of inter-
vention (e.g., motivating instructional practices) 
on student engagement. Another possibility is to 
employ longitudinal designs that allow time 
series analyses in fi eld studies. With longitudinal 
data, one can justify the temporal ordering of 
variables and possible causal effects according to 
the time of measurement. 

 Another limitation of the present study is its 
dependence on self-report measures from stu-
dents. Almost all of the measures were reported 
by students. The exceptions were the measures of 
academic performance and conduct, which were 
reported by teachers. There is a possibility of 
infl ation of correlations when variables are mea-
sured at the same time from the same participants. 
Although self-reports are valid measures of sub-
jective psychological constructs, such as liking 

for learning and for school, the results of the 
present study would be much stronger if mea-
sures other than self-reports were included. For 
example, instructional contexts can be measured 
with a third party’s observation. This objective 
measure might provide stronger evidence for the 
current contextual model. 

 The fi ndings of the present study have only 
presented a general picture or overview about 
how student engagement is related to its anteced-
ents and outcomes in a contextual model. It pro-
vides understanding in a broad stroke. Details 
about the mechanisms among the variables in 
this contextual model still need further investiga-
tion. For example, we only did one mediation 
analysis to see the relationship among instruc-
tional contexts, self-effi cacy, and student engage-
ment. Actually, there may be more mediation 
relations among other variables in this contextual 
model. In addition, the internal dynamics among 
the three dimensions of student engagement 
should also be studied. Further investigation into 
the details of this contextual model will defi nitely 
enhance our understanding of student engage-
ment and its facilitators.        
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  Abstract 

 This chapter focuses on seven practices of autonomy support which are 
likely to promote two major components of the need for autonomy: 
(a) lack of coercion and optional choice and (b) formation and realization 
of an inner compass: authentic, direction-giving values, goals, and inter-
ests. A special emphasis is put on research pertaining to three autonomy 
supportive practices which are assumed to support formation and realiza-
tion of authentic, direction-giving values, goals, and interests, whose 
impact on perceived autonomy was not suffi ciently examined so far: 
(a) IVD – intrinsic value demonstration, (b) SVE – support for value/goal/
interest examination, and (c) FIV – fostering inner-directed valuing pro-
cesses. The autonomy supportive practices that foster the development of 
stable authentic values and goals might be especially important in western 
countries, in which postmodern moral relativism and the abundance of 
information and options make it particularly diffi cult for youth to form 
stable and authentic values and goals.    

 The hope to see students motivated and engaged 
in activities that contribute to their intellectual, 
socioemotional, and moral growth is widely 
shared. However, students often appear less 
and less engaged in learning as they grow older 
(e.g., Gottfried, Marcoulides, Gottfried, Oliver, & 
Guerin,  2007  ) . According to self-determination 

theory (SDT, Ryan & Deci,  2000  ) , one major fac-
tor which may explain why students are often 
poorly motivated and poorly engaged is that they 
do not feel that school-related activities support 
their need for autonomy. 

 The need for autonomy is conceptualized in 
this chapter as involving two major components: 
(a) the striving to avoid coercion and have 
optional choice and (b) the striving to form and 
realize authentic and direction-giving values, 
goals, and interests (i.e., the striving for an inner 
compass). In this chapter, I describe various prac-
tices of teachers, parents, and schools that can 
support students’ need for autonomy and there-
fore promote engagement. In particular, I describe 
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three practices that promote the examination 
(and consequent formation) of authentic goals and 
values and are relatively underemphasized in 
extant work on autonomy support:
    (a)    Intrinsic value demonstration (IVD)  
    (b)    Support for value/goal/interest examination 

(SVE)  
    (c)    Fostering inner-directed valuing processes 

(FIV)     
 These practices are especially important in the 

postmodern era in which many face considerable 
value confusion. 

   Motivation    

 I view the concept of motivation as referring to 
people’s intentions to perform actions. These 
inclinations or intentions (i.e., motives) have two 
important attributes: intensity (strength) and phe-
nomenological quality. The intensity dimension 
refers to the amount of effort which people intend 
to put in an attempt to reach a certain goal, often 
in the face of diffi culties. The quality dimension 
refers to people’s perception and experience of 
the reasons or sources of their intentions or 
motives. Specifi cally, when people perceive their 
intentions as emanating from their authentic self, 
the phenomenological quality of the motivation 
is high because the intentions are experienced as 
autonomous, whereas intentions that are per-
ceived as unauthentic are experienced as control-
ling and unpleasant (e.g., Roth, Assor, Niemiec, 
Ryan, & Deci,  2009 ; Ryan & Deci,  2000  ) . For 
example, two students may intend to invest a 
great deal of effort in a school assignment, so the 
intensity of their motivation is similar (both are 
high on intensity). However, the quality of the 
motivation may be high for the student who per-
ceives the assignment as something that she/he 
would authentically want to do. In contrast, the 
quality of the motivation to do the assignment 
would be low for the person who feels that the 
assignment is a task that is completely uncon-
nected to her/his authentic values and interests. 

 Based on SDT, then, I differentiate between: (1) 
Motives or intentions that are experienced as con-
trolling, nonautonomous and therefore stressful 

and nonoptimal, and (2) Motives or intentions that 
are experienced as autonomous, emanating from 
one’s true self, highly volitional, and therefore 
leading to full engagement and well-being (e.g., 
Ryan & Deci,  2000  ) . Specifi cally, controlled 
motives can be driven by (1) the desire to avoid 
external punishments and threats and/or the hope to 
attain rewards (e.g., doing your homework in order 
to avoid being grounded or in order to win a desired 
gadget) and/or (2) the desire to avoid internal feel-
ings of guilt and shame and/or the hope to feel 
grand and unique (e.g., Assor, Vansteenkiste, & 
Kaplan,  2009  ) . Autonomous motives can be guided 
by (1) the perception of the task as valuable, per-
haps even central to the realization of one’s central 
values (but not necessarily pleasant), and/or (2) the 
perception of the task as interesting and enjoyable. 

 The concept of engagement refers to the 
amount and quality of  actual  efforts and actions 
aimed at reaching a certain goal. While motives 
refer to  intentions or inclinations  to do something 
in order to reach a certain goal, engagement refers 
to  actual actions  that are performed as one 
attempts to reach a certain goal .  Simply put, the 
difference between motives and engagement is 
the difference between goal-oriented intention 
and action. If the goal is learning new concepts or 
skills, then people can differ in the amount of 
effort they invest (i.e., persistence, determina-
tion), as well as the effectiveness, fl exibility, or 
creativity that characterize their efforts. Research 
guided by SDT indicates that while controlling 
motives can lead to a great deal of effort,  autono-
mous motives are much more likely to promote 
fl exible and creative engagement in learning  
(e.g., Deci & Ryan,  1985 ; Roth et al.,  2009  ) . 

 Given the pleasant emotional experience asso-
ciated with autonomous motives and the role of 
such motives in facilitating fl exible and creative 
engagement in learning, it is important to discover 
factors which may contribute to autonomous 
motivation. SDT posits that there are at least three 
basic human needs whose satisfaction promotes 
autonomous motivation and therefore high-quality 
engagement: the need for relatedness, compe-
tence, and autonomy (e.g., Ryan & Deci,  2000  ) . 

 While the needs for competence and relatedness 
have received considerable attention from other 



42320 Allowing Choice and Nurturing an Inner Compass…

theorists (e.g., Baumeister & Leary,  1995 ; Elliot 
& Dweck,  2005 ; White,  1959  ) , SDT is unique in 
its emphasis on the need for autonomy.  

   Freedom from Coercion and Optional 
Choice 

 The fi rst striving within the need for autonomy, to 
be free from coercion and have the possibility to 
choose one’s actions, is similar to Fromm’s 
 (  1941  )  notion of “Freedom From,” as well as 
Berlin’s  (  1969  )  notion of negatively defi ned 
autonomy (see also Aviram & Assor,  2010 , on 
this issue). Research anchored mainly in SDT has 
shown that when people are pressured and coerced 
(from outside or from within) to behave in spe-
cifi c ways, they experience frustration. This frus-
tration has been shown to undermine engagement, 
well-being, and vitality (e.g., Assor, Kaplan, 
Kanat-Maymon, & Roth,  2005 ; Assor, Kaplan, & 
Roth,  2002 ; Reeve,  2006 ; Reeve & Jang,  2006  ) . 

 As for choice, there is ample research showing 
that people, in general. prefer to have the option 
to choose (see Patall, Cooper & Robinson,  2008 ), 
although they do not always need to be the ones 
who make the choice, especially when someone 
else chooses for them what they anyway want 
(e.g., Katz & Assor,  2007  ) . For example, Katz 
and Assor showed that when parents choose for 
children learning and leisure activities that chil-
dren have a sustained interest in, children will-
ingly engage in these activities. In contrast, when 
parents choose activities that are inconsistent 
with the child’s interests, children do feel con-
trolled and nonautonomous. Thus, it appears that 
while people do not always have to choose things 
by themselves, they do want to have the  option  to 
choose so that if they lose trust in a person who 
does the choice for them, they could determine 
their choices and actions themselves.  

   Inner Compass 

 The striving to develop and realize direction-
giving and authentic values, goals, and interests 
(an inner compass) is similar to Fromm’s  (  1941  )  

notion of “Freedom For,” as well as Berlin’s 
 (  1969  )  notion of positively defi ned autonomy 
(see also Aviram & Assor,  2010  ) . The formation 
of this inner compass is very important because it 
 provides inner criteria for making important 
decisions . When people do not have clear and 
authentic values, goals, and interests, the avail-
ability of choices might be a threat or a burden, as 
indicated in Fromm’s writings on the phenomena 
of escape from freedom.  It is only when one has 
clear and authentic inner compass that one wel-
comes choice  (if this choice is meaningful; see 
Katz & Assor,  2007  ) . Thus, it is possible that the 
fi nding that people feel burdened by too much 
consumerist choice (e.g., Iyengar & Lepper, 
 2000  )  may at least, in part, be a product of lack of 
clear and authentic values which enable people to 
quickly discard many of the choices offered to 
them as irrelevant and harmful. 

 Authentic, direction-giving goals, values, and 
interests also provide people with internal criteria 
for evaluating others and themselves and a foun-
dation a for feeling that their actions are coherent 
and meaningful, and they also make people less 
dependent on others’ evaluations (Assor   ,  2010, 
  2011 ; Reeve & Assor,  2011  ) . Highly developed 
and authentic value systems which guide deci-
sions and actions function as elaborate, multilevel, 
categories which are anchored in a more general 
self and world view, embedded in a historical 
perspective (e.g., Assor,  1999,   2011 ; Assor, 
Cohen-Melayev, Kaplan, & Friedman,  2005  ) .  

   Teacher, Parent, and School Practices 
That Support the Need for Autonomy 

 In this section, I will describe seven practices of 
teachers, parents, and schools that are likely to 
support the two components of the need for auton-
omy. Research demonstrating the contributions of 
these practices to students’ perceived autonomy, 
engagement, achievement, high-quality learning, 
and/or well-being will be briefl y described. I will 
start with practices that support the striving for no 
coercion and optional choice and then move to 
practices supporting the formation of authentic 
values, goals, and interests (Fig   .  20.1 ). 
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   Minimizing Controls 

 This practice refers to behaviors of other people 
or features of the educational context which cause 
students to feel controlled. Minimizing controls 
may be a necessary but not suffi cient condition 
for supporting the need for autonomy. That is, 
while the presence of controls can undermine the 
need for autonomy, its absence may not be enough 
to make people feel that they can choose and 
organize their actions or formulate and realize 
direction-giving values, goals, and interests. 

 Soenens and Vansteenkiste  (  2010  )  describe 
two forms of control: (a) behaviors that pressure 
one to behave in a specifi c way in order to avoid 
unpleasant bodily experiences, loss of material 
benefi ts and privileges, as well as in order to gain 
various material benefi ts and privileges (external 
control), and (b) behaviors that pressure one to 
behave in a specifi c way in order to feel worthy 
of love and esteem (internal control; see also 
Assor, Roth & Deci,  2004  ) . 

 External control includes behaviors such as 
physical punishment, withdrawing privileges, 
physical threats, and power assertion, as well as 

bribes or material rewards that are not informa-
tive in terms of level or quality of one’s perfor-
mance. Research surveyed by Deci, Koestner, 
and Ryan  (  1999  )  indicated that when people are 
already intrinsically motivated to perform certain 
tasks (including learning), the offering of mate-
rial rewards, in general, tends to undermine 
intrinsic motivation, perceived autonomy, and 
performance quality. Other external controls 
involve direct commands and surveillance, 
imposing of deadlines, intruding and interfering 
with the child’s natural rhythm of work, and sup-
pressing the expression of disagreement or criti-
cal opinions. 

 One study that examined the impact of the 
teachers’ use of external controls on children was 
conducted by Assor, Kaplan, Kanat-Maymon and 
Roth ( 2005 ). Israeli fourth and fi fth graders com-
pleted questionnaires assessing teachers’ ten-
dency to intrude and interfere as children worked 
on their assignments, as well as to discourage any 
answer that diverts from teachers’ opinion. 
Children’s academic engagement was assessed 
by their primary teachers. Path analyses sup-
ported the hypothesis that children’s perceptions 

Intrinsic value demonstration (IVD) –
especially in moral & emotion regulation
domains

Perspective taking/empathy, openness
to criticism and respect – especially
when children do not behave in line
with expectations or disagree

Providing authentic rationale

Providing choice

Supporting value/goal/interest
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  Fig. 20.1    Practices supporting the need for autonomy       
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of their teachers as using external controls arouse 
children’s anger and anxiety, and these emotions 
then undermine academic engagement. Similarly, 
Assor et al.  (  2002  ) , in a study conducted with 
Israeli students in grades 3–8, also showed that 
interfering with children’s or early adolescents’ 
preferred pace of learning and not allowing criti-
cal and independent opinions predicted negative 
emotions during learning and poor academic 
engagement. Importantly, these fi ndings were 
obtained also when the effects of autonomy sup-
portive behaviors such as providing choice were 
held constant via regression analyses. 

 Research by Assor, Roth, and their colleagues 
(Assor & Roth,  2005 ; Assor, Roth, & Deci,  2004 ; 
Roth et al.,  2009  )  has identifi ed one type of con-
trol that undermines students’ need of autonomy 
by linking their sense of love-worthiness and 
self-worth to the enactment of expected behav-
iors. This type of controlling behavior was termed 
“using  conditional regard  as a socializing prac-
tice.” In this practice, educators provide more 
affection or esteem when children enact behav-
iors or attain outcomes that are valued by educa-
tors; similarly, children lose affection or esteem 
when they do not comply with expectations (see 
Assor et al.,  2004  ) . Research with ninth-grade 
Israeli adolescents has shown that when parents 
were perceived by their children as using condi-
tional regard to promote academic achievement 
and investment, children felt a sense of internal 
compulsion, as well as anger and resentment in 
relation to parents. Importantly, research by Roth 
et al. ( 2009 ) has shown that even the seemingly 
benign practice of using conditional  positive  
regard (i.e., providing more affection and esteem 
when the child invests and achieves in school) is 
also associated with feelings of internal compul-
sion and a rather rigid, grade-focused mode of 
engagement in school. 

 Assor, Roth, Israeli, and Freed  (  2007  )  con-
ducted a follow-up study to examine whether the 
Roth et al.  (  2009  )  fi ndings concerning conditional 
regard predicting adolescents’ sense of internal 
compulsion would emerge also when conditional 
regard was assessed via parents’ reports. Results 
obtained with ninth-grade Israeli adolescents 
clearly replicated the pattern obtained by Roth 

et al., thus indicating that the negative emotional 
effects of parental conditional regard are not sim-
ply an artifact of adolescents’ self-reports. 

 Indirect evidence for the autonomy suppres-
sive nature of conditional regard comes also from 
research on the construct of psychological con-
trol. The concept and measure of psychological 
control (Barber,  1996 ; Barber, Stolz, & Olsen, 
 2005  )  is essentially similar to that of conditional 
 negative  regard, as both concepts include clear 
elements of love withdrawal when children do 
not comply with parents’ expectations. Research 
on this widely used concept has shown that par-
ents’ use of psychological control in the domain 
of achievement predicts a variety of maladaptive 
child outcomes such as depressive feelings, poor 
self esteem, and maladaptive perfectionism (e.g., 
Barber et al.,  2005 ; Soenens & Vansteenkiste, 
 2010 ; Soenens et al.,  2005  ) . The offspring par-
ticipating in these studies ranged in age from 11 
to 24 years and came from ethnic groups charac-
terized by widely different religions and cultural 
values in Europe, North and South America, 
Africa, and Asia. The major negative effects of 
psychological control were observed in all the 
ethnic groups examined.  

   Perspective Taking, Empathy, Openness 
to Criticism, and Respect When Children 
Disagree or Display Negative Feelings 

 This practice refers to the ability and inclination 
to try to understand and respect the other’s perspec-
tive, including perspectives that are inconsistent 
with one’s own views or seem unreasonable or 
wrong. Perspective taking and respect in the case 
of disagreements can take different forms 
depending on the content of the disagreement. 
For example, when children do not want to 
engage in studying a certain topic, the teacher 
can fi rst ask them why they do not invest much 
in this topic. If the students say that they are 
bored or that they feel that no matter what they 
would do, they would never succeed, the 
empathic teacher acknowledges those feelings 
and respects them, and then relies on additional 
autonomy supportive practices such as offering a 
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rationale and some choice to try to promote 
autonomous internalization of the value of learn-
ing the task at hand. 

 The task of being empathic, taking others’ 
perspective, and respecting their feelings and 
opinions is relatively easy when others feel 
incompetent, confused, or distressed and there-
fore need someone to help them. In such cases, 
our interest and respect may only mean that we 
care and are not threatened by the distress or the 
other person. Moreover, such cases usually do 
not pose a threat to our beliefs, values, power, or 
self-esteem (as people who know what is right or 
wrong). 

 In contrast, being empathic and respectful is 
much more challenging when others do not nec-
essarily feel incompetent and/or in need of help 
but simply hold  opposite  views and beliefs. Let 
us consider, for example, a high school student 
who is interested in arts and literature and there-
fore wants to take a minimal load of studies in the 
natural sciences. For parents who admire the nat-
ural sciences and want their child to study these 
subjects because they know she/he is very intel-
ligent (and/or think these subjects can secure a 
high income), it might be extremely diffi cult to 
show respect for the child’s different opinions, 
plans, and feelings on this issue. The diffi culties 
in respecting the child’s view may arise not only 
from our concern about the child’s well-being 
and future opportunities but also from the feeling 
that respecting opposite opinions may indicate 
that our view is not so valid or even that we have 
no authority or are unsure of our views. 

 Because children and adolescents have at least 
some understanding of the challenge involved in 
respecting their opinions and feelings  because 
they have already have at least some capacity for 
perspective taking  (e.g., Epley, Morewedge, & 
Keysar,  2004  ) , they really value the capacity of 
signifi cant others to respect their differing opin-
ions and negative feelings. Consequently,  empa-
thy and respect for oppositional opinions and 
feelings may provide particularly strong support 
for the child’s need for autonomy . Consistent 
with this view, reports by Assor et al.  (  2002  )  
and Assor and Kaplan  (  2001  )  on research with 
elementary and high school students in Israel 

showed that their perceptions of their teachers as 
suppressing the expression of different and some-
time critical opinions were negatively associated 
with their engagement in studying and positive 
feelings during studying. Importantly, this effect 
was also detected when the effects of other 
aspects of teacher behavior (as perceived by stu-
dents) were statistically controlled for. The 
aspects of teacher behavior that were held con-
stant were teachers’ provision of choices, clarifi -
cation of the relevance of the subject matter to 
students’ goals, competence supporting feedback, 
and a warm behavior toward the student. While 
in these studies acceptance of differing opinions 
or negative feelings was not found to have posi-
tive correlates when entered with other variables 
in the regression analyses, it should be noted that 
openness to differing opinions was found to have 
positive and signifi cant Pearson correlations with 
engagement. 

 The importance of perspective taking and 
empathy when teachers or parents disagree with 
children was also demonstrated in several studies 
conducted by Assor, Roth, and their colleagues, 
as in these studies, one major component of the 
autonomy support measure refl ects the capacity 
to take children’s perspective when they disagree 
with adults regarding school issues (e.g., Assor 
et al.,  2007 ; Roth et al.,  2009  ) . The Roth et al. 
(2009) study is described in some detail in the sec-
tion focusing on intrinsic value demonstration.  

   Providing Rationale 

 This attribute refers to teachers’ inclination and 
ability to provide a coherent, age-appropriate 
rationale for their expectations. When students 
are provided with clear and convincing rationale 
for actions they do not fi nd particularly interest-
ing or valuable, they tend to feel less coerced 
(Assor,  2011 ; Grolnick, Deci, & Ryan,  1997  ) . 
Moreover, when students understand and identify 
with the rationale for their school-related activi-
ties, they feel that the act of studying supports 
their need for autonomy because studying allows 
them to express and promote their values and 
goals. For example, when a high school teacher 
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shows students how good writing ability has 
allowed many past graduates to attain jobs they 
fi nd interesting and socially valuable, this ratio-
nale enables many students to believe that by 
improving their writing abilities, they would be 
able to realize their authentic goals and values 
and therefore feel autonomous. Consistent with 
this view, Assor et al.  (  2002  )  and Assor and 
Kaplan  (  2001  )  have shown that the provision of a 
sound rationale to students in elementary school, 
middle school, or high school was a particularly 
good predictor of engagement and positive feel-
ings regarding studying. Other research, con-
ducted with adolescents and young adults in 
Israel and the USA, also supports the benefi ts of 
providing a rationale for actions expected from 
children (e.g., Deci, Eghrari, Patrick, & Leone, 
 1994 ; Koestner, Ryan, Bernieri, & Holt,  1984 ; 
Roth et al.,  2009  ) . In all these studies, it was 
found that children showed more autonomous 
motivation to act in accordance with adults’ 
requests when adults provided a rationale for 
their requests.  

   Supporting Choice and Initiation 

 This attribute directly supports the striving for 
optional choice. Studies examining the impact of 
choice provision on the motivation to perform a 
relatively uninteresting task or on effort invest-
ment in class have shown that choice provision 
often enhances autonomous motivation and posi-
tive feelings while working on the task at hand 
(e.g., Assor et al.,  2002 ; Cordova & Lepper,  1996 ; 
Deci et al.,  1994 ; Katz & Assor,  2007 ; Reynolds 
& Symons,  2001 ; Zuckerman, Porac, Lathin, 
Smith, & Deci,  1978  ) . 

 However, Katz and Assor  (  2007  )  noted that 
choice may be unimportant or even frustrating 
when students do not have clear goals or values or 
when the options available do not allow realiza-
tion of students’ goals and values. For example, 
Katz and Assor described research showing that 
when students can work on a task that they are 
highly interested in, the choice factor makes no 
difference. That is, students show similar (high) 
level of autonomous motivation irrespective of 

whether they were given choice on not given 
choice. Thus, it appears that if one is able to do 
what one values as important or interesting, the 
provision of choice becomes insignifi cant. Thus, 
choice appears to be important mainly when it 
allows student to better realize their interests and 
values, or at least avoid activities that undermine 
their interests or values.  

   Intrinsic Value Demonstration 

 This attribute refers to the demonstration of val-
ued attributes and behaviors by parents and teach-
ers. It is important that the people demonstrating 
the valued behavior would not only enact it often 
but would also fully identify with it and perhaps 
would also appear to enjoy it. These feelings 
indicate that the behavior is worth engaging in, 
and as a result, children may feel that they really 
want to adopt these behaviors and they do not 
have to be forced to do them. IVD differs from 
modeling in that in IVD, it is important not only 
that the behavior is demonstrated often but also 
that the modeled behavior appears intrinsically 
worthy (valuable and/or enjoyable). IVD might 
be even more convincing than the provision of 
rationale because rather than talking about the 
importance of the valued behavior, you demon-
strate its value in your own life and ongoing 
actions. 

 The identifi cation with the demonstrated val-
ued behaviors helps children to internalize values 
and goals around which their identity is formed 
and then renegotiated as they grow older (Erikson, 
 1950,   1968  ) . As such, IVD by signifi cant others 
may be necessary to support one key striving 
constituting the need for autonomy, namely, the 
striving for the formation of authentic direction-
giving values and goals. One implication of the 
important role of IVD in the formation of values 
and goals is that when parents and educators do 
not provide IVD, youth may fi nd it very diffi cult 
to feel that they have authentic values and goals 
that they really identify with and experience as a 
source of perceived autonomy and vitality. Thus, 
lack of IVD by signifi cant others, especially in 
the moral, religious, and character domain, may 
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lead to a state of identity diffusion that is charac-
terized by the feeling and the belief that nothing 
is really valuable and worthy to put effort into 
(e.g., Assor,  2011 ; Marcia, Waterman, Matteson, 
Archer, & Orlofsky,  1993  ) . And indeed, research 
carried by Cohen-Malayev  (  2009  )  (see also 
Assor, Cohen-Malayev et al.,  2005 ; Cohen-
Malayev, Assor, & Kaplan,  2009  )  indicates that 
young adults raised in modern Orthodox Jewish 
families had signifi cant diffi culties developing a 
fi rm and satisfying religious identity and experi-
enced many of the features characterizing iden-
tity diffusion when their parents were low on 
IVD of religious behavior. 

 The fi rst study demonstrating the value of IVD 
from an SDT perspective was conducted by Roth 
and Assor  (  2000  ) . They found that Israeli college 
students’ perceptions of their parents as demon-
strating the intrinsic value of prosocial actions 
predicted autonomous prosocial motivation, which 
in turn predicted students’ engagement in proso-
cial behavior. All variables in this research were 
assessed via students’ self-reports, and therefore 
the fi ndings may, in part, refl ect self-report bias. 

 A second, and more comprehensive, study of 
the correlates of IVD was conducted by Roth 
et al.  (  2009  )  with ninth-grade Israeli adolescents. 
IVD was assessed via items such as “My mom 
enjoys studying and expanding her knowledge.” 
In addition, the study also assessed parents’ per-
spective taking and rationale provision when the 
parent and child disagreed about how much 
studying the child should do. Results showed that 
adolescents’ perceptions of their parents as using 
the practices of IVD, perspective taking, and 
rationale provision in the academic domain pre-
dicted adolescents’ sense of choice with regard to 
studying, which in turn predicted teacher ratings 
of adolescents as showing interest-focused 
engagement in learning. The participants in the 
study came from diverse socioeconomic back-
grounds, but there was no information available 
on the socioeconomic status of each participant; 
consequently potential effects of SES on the rela-
tions detected were not examined. 

 Another interesting fi nding in that research 
pertained to adolescents’ perception of their par-
ents as using the practice of conditional positive 

regard. Conditional Positive Regard (CPR) in the 
academic domain involves the provision of more 
affection and esteem when the child studies and 
achieves more. It was found that CPR, unlike the 
autonomy supportive practices, predicted feel-
ings of internal compulsion with regard to study-
ing, which in turn predicted teacher ratings of 
adolescents’ engagement as grade-focused rather 
than interest-focused. (see Roth et al.,  2009  ) . It 
should be noted that the correlation between CPR 
and IVD was very low and not signifi cant. 

 The importance of modeling, a construct 
somewhat similar to IVD, for engagement in 
prosocial acts has long been demonstrated by 
empirical research (see Eisenberg, Fabes, & 
Spinrad,  2006  ) . However, so far there is almost 
no research comparing IVD and modeling in the 
domain of prosocial behavior. 

 Intrinsic value demonstration obviously does 
not apply to domains which students may fi nd 
interesting and educators may value yet have no 
expertise or interest in. For example, adolescents 
may develop a serious individual interest in a 
musical instrument or a certain kind of art or 
sports domain which the parents know little 
about. In such cases, of course, parents cannot 
engage in IVD. However, if they value the devel-
opment of intrinsic interests, engagement, and 
competence in their children and/or value the 
domain, they can rely on other autonomy sup-
portive practices to foster the continual engage-
ment and growth of their child within the relevant 
domain. For example, they can minimize controls 
and provide choice and, in addition, also support 
their child’s need for competence by helping 
them fi nd a teacher who presents optimal chal-
lenges and feedback (for applied implications of 
this point, see Madjar & Assor,  in press  ) . 

 Moreover, although parents may not be able to 
engage in IVD in the specifi c domain the child is 
interested in, they can demonstrate the value of 
general attitudes and skills that can help their 
 children to persist and overcome diffi culties in the 
domain they have chosen. For example, parents 
can show persistence and task-oriented coping 
skills in their personal hobby or some volunteer 
work, and their children can then adopt this orien-
tation and skills in their specifi c interest domain. 



42920 Allowing Choice and Nurturing an Inner Compass…

 While IVD may not be crucial to the develop-
ment of individual interests, it is likely to be espe-
cially important in the moral, prosocial, and 
emotion regulation domains (Assor,  2011  ) ,  and to 
some extent also in the academic domain. In these 
domains, the great majority of parents and teach-
ers believe that it is important that their  children 
adopt certain values and attitudes, for example, 
being honest, responsible, and considerate; regu-
lating one’s anger and aggressive reactions in 
order to avoid infl icting extreme pain on others or 
avoid undermining one’s own future chances; and 
being able to persist in the face of diffi culties in 
the pursuit of important self-determined goals. In 
all these domains, parents are likely to face 
 signifi cant diffi culties in transmitting their values 
to their children if they do not demonstrate these 
valued behaviors in their every day conduct. 

 Importantly, if parents demonstrate behaviors 
and use additional autonomy supportive methods 
(such as minimizing controls, perspective taking, 
rationale, and choice), the demonstrated behav-
iors can serve as a potential foundation for off-
spring’s sense of authentic self and identity. In 
particular, deep internalization of parents’ values 
is more likely to occur if parents support adoles-
cents’ inclination to seriously examine the values 
endorsed and demonstrated by them. Research 
supporting this idea is presented in the next sec-
tion which focuses on the practice of supporting 
value and goal examination. 

 The role of IVD in supporting the construc-
tion of direction-giving values and goals might 
be especially important in postmodern western 
societies and perhaps also to other societies in a 
globalized world (e.g., Aviram & Assor,  2010  ) . 
In these societies, clear guidelines regarding the 
worthy and unworthy do not exist anymore due 
to increasing moral relativism, and the collapse 
of traditional moral and ideological authorities 
and norms. As in postmodern societies it is less 
possible to rely on recognized societal authori-
ties and traditions, IVD by parents and teachers 
can fi ll an important social gap and become a 
particularly important source of authentic direc-
tion-giving values and goals, which then provide 
a relatively solid basis for youth emerging iden-
tity and future goals. 

 It appears then that the accumulating experience 
of being exposed to adults who have again and 
again demonstrated the value of certain values 
and virtues, and at the same time were careful not 
to force these values on their children, is likely to 
create a deep appreciation for the importance of 
these values and virtues even in a cynical and 
morally relativistic world. Consistent with the 
above view, it is probable that students would be 
much more engaged in various school-related 
activities if the intrinsic value of persistence, try-
ing to understand things in depth, high-quality 
performance, and learning were often demon-
strated by their parents and teachers in their own 
behavior. However, among adolescents in post-
modern western cultures, IVD may not be suffi cient 
to promote persistent engagement in learning 
(or other parentally valued activities) and might 
have to be complemented by educators’ willing-
ness to support youth inclination to examine 
parentally valued behaviors in terms of their own 
personal judgements, goals and values. The next 
section focuses on the practice of support for 
value examination and its potential contribution 
to youth engagement in various tasks.  

   Supporting Value/Goal/Interest 
Examination 

 This practice refers to acts that encourage youth 
to engage in activities, experiences, and discus-
sions that allow them to examine and refl ect seri-
ously and critically on their goals, values, and 
interests. The notion of support for value exami-
nation (SVE) is illustrated in Table  20.1  via items 
of a scale assessing school-based support for 
value examination (Assor,  2010,   2011 ; Kanat-
Maymon & Assor,  2011 ). As the concept of SVE 
is fairly new, research demonstrating the utility 
of this scale is only now emerging and is described 
in the following sections.  

 While SVE shares some similarities with per-
spective taking, it also differs from the latter in 
that in a typical perspective-taking act, the child 
already has relatively clear feelings or desires, 
which the educator tries to understand. In con-
trast, in the case of SVE, the youngster does not 
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know what she/he feels or wants, and it is the role 
of the educator to support an active, refl ective, 
open-ended search of what one truly values, 
wants and feels. SVE also shares some similari-
ties with choice provision. However, here too, the 
options may not be clear or they do not even exist 
at the present. But, as part of the exploration pro-
cess they can be discovered or created. 

 As depicted in Fig.  20.2 , the examination and 
refl ection process is assumed to be part of a larger 
integration process, in which youth construct 
direction-giving, authentic goals, values, and 
interests (i.e., an inner compass). In Fig.  20.2 , the 
process is depicted as a linear one. However, in 
reality, the process may often be spiral; for exam-
ple, sense of autonomy may support deeper 
refl ection and examination of one’s goals and 
values. However, there is a general progress in 
the direction depicted in Fig.  20.2 .   

 Following Ryan and Deci  (  2000  ) , I view the 
integration process as a gradual attempt to resolve 
intra- and interpersonal inconsistencies between 
important goals and values (including confl icts 
between parents’ and teachers’ values and new 
ideas the adolescent develops). This can be 
accomplished by prioritizing goals and modify-
ing practices so they fi t together and, most impor-
tantly, so they refl ect one’s authentic inclinations, 
values, and goals. However, before goals and 

values can be prioritized, they have to be seriously 
examined. The exploration process allows such 
an examination. 

 As shown in Fig.  20.2 , an open and refl ective 
examination process is assumed to advance a deep 
integration process, one in which values and goals 
are experienced as authentic, fi t each other, and 
are embedded in a rich world view. As cognitive-
emotional structures, these values constitute elab-
orate, multilevel categories. Consequently, when 
youth hold a certain value, they not only endorse 
abstract categories such as social justice or self-
direction (as is typically the case in value ques-
tionnaires), but they also have representations of 
specifi c attitudes and actions refl ecting these val-
ues, as well cultural and historical narratives, 
symbols, and memories associated with these val-
ues. The formation of such integrated schemas is 
assumed to support youth sense of autonomy and 
also contributes directly to the enactment of 
demanding actions (e.g., Assor,  1999  ) . Sense of 
autonomy is then assumed to enhance vitality and 
positive affect, as well as engagement in demand-
ing actions. Empirical evidence for the processes 
depicted above is presented below. 

 As was already noted, the formation of inte-
grated, direction-giving values and goals might 
be especially important in postmodern western 
societies in which clear guidelines regarding the 
worthy and unworthy do not exist anymore (see 
Aviram & Assor,  2010  ) . Under these conditions, 
refl ection-based integrated values and goals may 
be a crucial source of sense of autonomy and 
therefore vitality. These integrated values and 
goals can then provide a solid foundation for an 
identity that can resist the pressures and pulls of 
passing fads and contradictory cultural beliefs. 

 The above model was supported by two 
research projects. The fi rst set of studies (Assor, 
 2010,   2011;  Kanat-Maymon & Assor,  2011  )  
focused on adolescents’ perceptions of the extent 
to which their schools or their youth movement 
contexts support value and goal examination. The 
second project focused on parents’ support for 
value examination in the religious domain. 

 Inspection of the model in Fig.  20.3  indicates 
that the fi rst research project focused on two 
components of the comprehensive model presented 

   Table 20.1    A scale assessing school support for value 
examination (SVE)   

 1.  The activities/studies in school sometimes cause me 
to think about important things I would like to do in 
my life 

 2.  The activities/studies in school help me to fi nd out 
what are the things I value in people 

 3.  School studies/activities enable me to examine my 
attitude to important issues in life 

 4.  School studies/activities do  not  provide me with 
opportunities to examine important questions that 
I am concerned with (Reverse coded) 

 5.  School studies/activities cause me to think of traits 
(attributes) I would like to have 

 6.  School studies/activities help me to think about just 
and desirable ways of acting in complex situations 

 7.  School studies/activities help me to think about what 
is more important and what is less important in life 

  Students respond to the above items on a 5-point Likert 
scale  
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in Fig.  20.2 . Specifi cally, this project focused on 
SVE as a predictor of perceived autonomy and 
consequent positive outcomes. As can be seen 
from Fig.  20.3 , this research did not examine the 
hypothesis that SVE promotes an integrative 
value examination process which then leads to 
the formation of authentic and elaborate value 
and goal schemas. This aspect of the comprehen-
sive model is examined in the second project to 
be described later.  

 The fi rst test of the model described in 
Fig.  20.3  was conducted with adolescents (11th 
grade) who completed a self-report questionnaire 
assessing the variable of interest with regard to 

their schools (Assor,  2010  ) . Adolescents came 
from four schools serving students coming mostly 
from middle class neighborhoods. Factor analy-
sis indicated that students clearly distinguished 
between school supports for value examination, 
choice, and relatedness. The construct validity of 
the SVE scale (presented in Table  20.1 ) was 
 supported by the fi nding that this scale was unre-
lated to social desirability or neuroticism mea-
sures. Moreover, as expected, perceptions of the 
school context as high on SVE were positively 
and  signifi cantly associated with reporting that 
studying and participating in school activities 
increased the importance of the intrinsic values 
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of community contribution, self-understanding, 
and health, and at the same time reduced the 
importance of the extrinsic values of wealth and 
power and prestige (see Kasser & Ryan,  1996  on 
intrinsic versus extrinsic values). 

 The degree to which participating in school 
activities increased or decreased the importance 
of intrinsic or extrinsic values was assessed via a 
questionnaire which included a list of 15 items 
refl ecting the three intrinsic values noted above 
and 10 items refl ecting the two extrinsic values. 
In relation to each item, participants were asked 
to indicate: “To what extent did the activities, 
studies and discussions in school strengthen or 
weaken your belief in the following values, goals 
and aspirations?” The response scale ranged from 
1(weakened the importance of this value for me) 
to 5 (strengthened the importance of this value 
for me). An example of an extrinsic value is 
“being wealthy,” and an example of intrinsic 
value is “work for the improvement of society.” 
Each value was assessed via fi ve items. 

 According to SDT, authentic value examina-
tion should connect people with their basic needs 
and the intrinsic values associated with them. 
Therefore, the positive correlations between 
SVE and enhanced intrinsic values and the nega-
tive correlation between SVE and enhanced 
extrinsic values suggested that the process 
assessed by our measure of SVE indeed pro-
moted a relatively authentic, intrinsically ori-
ented value examination. 

 Results of structural equation modeling and 
mediation analyses confi rmed that perceptions of 
the school as supporting value examination pre-
dicted perceived autonomy regarding studying in 
the school, which in turn predicted engagement 
in studying and feelings of vitality while in 
school. Interestingly, choice support did not have 
a unique effect on the outcomes examined (i.e., 
choice provision was not signifi cantly associated 
with engagement and vitality when the effects of 
SVE were also considered). Importantly, the 
effects of SVE were detected also when the 
effects of choice support were statistically con-
trolled for. Together, these fi ndings indicate that 
SVE may be a more important determinant of 
student engagement and vitality in high school. 

 The second test of the model was conducted 
with many of the adolescents who completed 
questionnaires on their school context. However, 
in this part of the study, the context and the invest-
ment referred to youth movement activities 
(Assor,  2010;  Kanat-Maymon & Assor,  2011  ) . 
The term “youth movement” refers to informal 
education set ups like the scouts or other frame-
works. Specifi cally, the youth movement studied 
was the Israeli Scouts, which is an organization 
that tries to promote youth activities that contrib-
ute to society, as well as conduct social activities 
and nature trips. The instructors in this setup are 
typically only several years older than the mem-
bers of the group, and the relation between 
instructors and members is rather informal. 

 Results again highlighted the importance of 
SVE as a predictor of perceived autonomy and 
consequent positive outcomes. Choice support 
again had no unique effect. The fact that choice 
support did not have a unique effect suggests that 
perhaps the choices offered to students were not 
suffi ciently meaningful to students, and conse-
quently, the provision of choice did not have 
positive effects. 

 One limitation of the fi rst two studies was their 
complete reliance on students’ self-report measures. 
This problem was addressed by the second study 
(Assor,  2010;  Kanat-Maymon & Assor,  2011  ) , in 
which students’ engagement in studying was 
assessed by teacher ratings. In addition, students’ 
grades and student-rated positive affect were also 
assessed. Results were consistent with the results of 
the fi rst two studies. The third study (Assor,  2010;   
Kanat-Maymon & Assor,  2011  )  used the same 
measures employed in the third study but, in addi-
tion, also included two additional scales: social 
desirability and students’ perception of teacher as 
providing warmth and caring (relational support). 
Results again replicated the fi ndings of previous 
studies, showing that SVE had unique positive 
effects on teacher-rated student engagement, stu-
dent grades, and student-rated positive affect. 

 In sum, the studies described in this section 
suggest that when adolescents and children feel 
that being in their school (or in the youth move-
ment) helps them to form personal goals and 
values, this promotes a sense of autonomy and 
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volition regarding being in the school (or the 
youth movement), which in turn leads to increased 
engagement, vitality, and positive affect. 
Importantly, in all these studies, perceived sup-
port for value examination (SVE) had unique 
positive effects on perceived autonomy, invest-
ment, and well-being also when perceived choice 
and perceived teacher warmth and caring were 
statistically controlled for. In fact, SVE consis-
tently had considerably stronger effects on per-
ceived autonomy, investment, and well-being 
than did choice support. This is not surprising in 
view of other studies showing that choice provi-
sion is useful only when the choices are meaning-
ful or when choice recipients have clear interests 
and goals (e.g., Assor et al.,  2002 ; Katz & Assor, 
 2007  ) . The detection of unique effects of SVE is 
of special interest because it indicates that SVE is 
a unique component of autonomy support and 
consequent engagement and well-being. Thus, 
provision of choice and relational support may 
not be enough to promote desired student pro-
cesses and outcomes. Moreover, the fact the SVE 
had unique effects beyond two other positive 
teacher supports indicates that the positive effects 
of SVE cannot be ascribed to a general positive 
perception of the teacher or the youth movement 
instructor. However, one limitation of the above 
studies is their reliance on correlations, which pre-
cludes conclusions regarding causal inferences. 

 The second research project examined the 
complete model depicted in Fig.  20.1 , referring 
to the process by which SVE is assumed to pro-
mote the construction of integrated, direction-
giving goals and values and consequent positive 
outcomes. This research project was conducted 
by Cohen-Malayev and her colleagues (Assor, 
Cohen-Melayev et al.,  2005 ; Cohen-Malayev, 
 2009 ; Cohen-Malayev et al.,  2009  ) . Participants 
were modern Orthodox Jewish students in Israel, 
coming from religious homes who also embraced 
modern technology and ways of life, and were 
therefore exposed to views and materials dissem-
inated by the secular mass media. Moreover, 
these students also studied in a nonreligious and 
fairly secular institution. Because the norms and 
values of the secular contexts and of Orthodox 
Judaism often differ widely, modern Orthodox 

Jewish students face a rather demanding task of 
forming values and goals that integrate contradic-
tory religious and secular viewpoints in ways that 
feel coherent, authentic, and autonomous. 
To enable these youth to cope with the value inte-
gration task successfully, parents and teachers 
may need to be particularly understanding and 
supportive of their children’s need to examine val-
ues and goals gradually and thoroughly. Thus, the 
practice of SVE might be particularly important in 
the case of modern Orthodox Jewish youth. 

 Cohen-Malayev and her colleagues (e.g., 
Assor, Cohen-Melayev, et al.,  2005 ; Cohen-
Malayev,  2009  )  conducted two quantitative stud-
ies and one qualitative study. The quantitative 
study was based mainly on free-response ques-
tionnaires asking participants coming from a 
modern Orthodox Jewish background to describe 
their experiences, feelings, and thoughts on reli-
gion, challenges they face in this domain, and 
ways of coping with these challenges. In addition, 
all the variables appearing in Fig.  20.3  were also 
assessed by questionnaires developed for this pur-
pose (using Likert type scales). The question-
naires were validated via small space analyses 
(see Guttman,  1968  )  and correlations supporting 
their divergent and convergent validity relative to 
other measures (see Assor, Cohen-Melayev, et al., 
 2005 ; Cohen-Malayev,  2009  ) . Results of qualita-
tive analyses, as well as regression analyses and 
cluster analyses, generally supported the model 
presented in Fig.  20.3 . 

 Qualitative analysis of the free response ques-
tionless indicated that contribution of SVE to the 
development of integrated values, perceived 
autonomy, and consequent positive outcomes 
was particularly apparent in relation to the issue 
of women’s roles. This contribution and process 
is summarized in Fig.  20.4 .  

 The issue of women’s role in Jewish religion 
is particularly problematic for modern Orthodox 
Jewish women studying in nonreligious colleges 
because in Orthodox Judaism, women are not 
allowed to take leading religious roles. However, 
these religious norms are clearly inconsistent 
with the values and norms of the surrounding 
secular college context regarding gender roles 
and egalitarianism. Consistent with our general 
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model, we found that when parents encourage 
young women to examine different approaches 
to women’s role in religion, these young women 
are indeed more inclined to examine this issue 
through talks with different people and by study-
ing different sources (e.g., Assor, Cohen-
Melayev, et al.,  2005  ) . This examination and 
refl ection process then helps women to revise 
their values and views concerning women’s reli-
gious role so that these values and views then fi t 
their more liberal and egalitarian world view. 
For example, they now endorse a practice where 
women are allowed to lead prayer or sit next to 
men in the synagogue. As a result, these women 
feel more autonomous and experience better 
well-being and are also are more willing to enact 
diffi cult religious practices that do not pertain to 
women’s role. Importantly, when compared to 
women whose parents did not support religious 
value examination, women whose parents did 
support value examination (SVE) showed a sim-
ilar level of religious behavioral enactment of 
religious practices, but for these women (those 
receiving high SVE), this enactment was accom-
panied by a higher level of sense of autonomy 
and well-being. 

 Similar fi ndings were obtained in relation to 
another diffi cult religious issue: women’s sexual 
behavior and appearance. In Orthodox Judaism, 
women’s sexual behavior is expected to be rather 
conservative. These religious norms are clearly 
inconsistent with the less conservative values 
and norms of the surrounding secular college 
context. As was the case for women’s gender 
roles, here too parents’ support for value exami-
nation promoted a value examination process 
that yielded values and beliefs that integrated 
modern secular views regarding sexual behavior 
with traditional Jewish Orthodox command-
ments. For example, women who conducted 
value examination in this domain allowed them-
selves to wear clothing items that although not 
seductive, are considered illegitimate in most 
orthodox religious circles. 

 While the results of our studies generally sup-
ported the proposed model, there was one unex-
pected, yet interesting, fi nding in the second 
quantitative study, which employed more refi ned 
measures (see Cohen-Malayev,  2009  ) . Thus, 
results of separate cluster analyses yielded two 
types of examination: revisionist and orthodox. 
In revisionist value examination, there is a more 

Parents
support the
examination
of religious
values (SVE):

Parents
encourage
examination of
different
approaches to
women's role
in Jewish
religious
practices

Examination
of
values &
practices:

Youth
examine
different
religious and
non religious
approaches to
women's role
in religion
and in general

Integrated
religious
values and
views:

Youth revise
values &
views
concerning
women's role
in religion, so
they fit her
other values
and general
world view

Sense of
autonomy:

Youth feel
authentic and
autonomous
regarding
religious
practices
because the
problem of
women's role
in religion is
beginning to
be resolved

Well-being,
self-acceptance

Enacting
difficult
religious
practices in
ways that are
consistent with
the revised
values

Autonomy
Supportive
Practices

Integration Process Experiential and Action Outcomes

  Fig. 20.4    Effects of SVE on the integration of religious values concerning women’s roles and consequent outcomes in 
modern orthodox Jewish youth       

 



43520 Allowing Choice and Nurturing an Inner Compass…

comprehensive exploration of religious princi-
ples in relation to nonreligious ideas, as a result 
of introspection and a personal spiritual quest. 
For example, in revisionist examination, a woman 
can ask herself why is it that women are not 
allowed to be Rabbis. In orthodox examination, 
there is an examination of more practical issues, 
with an attempt to seek answers by consulting 
various religious sources. For example, a woman 
feels uncomfortable with various sex-related 
prohibitions or commandments and therefore 
tries to see if there is a way of doing things dif-
ferently that is more in line with what she feels 
and yet is also acceptable to some religious 
authorities. 

 Interestingly, it was found that when SVE was 
associated with parents’ demonstration of the 
intrinsic value of religious practices (IVD), it led 
to a more limited value examination, whereas 
when SVE was not accompanied by IVD, it led to 
the more comprehensive revisionist examination. 
Moreover, perhaps not surprisingly, orthodox 
examination was more predictive of: (a) self 
acceptance, (b) positive relations with other peo-
ple, and (c) enactment of traditional religious 
practices (Cohen-Malayev,  2009  ) . 

 It appears, then, that when parents provide a 
convincing and authentic demonstration of the 
practices they would like to transmit (IVD), and 
in addition also support value examination (SVE), 
youth may not feel a need to seriously challenge 
their parents’ values and thus engage in a more 
limited type of value examination. This limited 
examination tries to modify parents’ values so 
they fi t better with offspring’s everyday needs 
and constraints. Importantly, this limited explora-
tion also seems to promote somewhat greater 
well-being in the sense of more peaceful relations 
with self and others. Thus, in contrast to what a 
romantic view of identity exploration might sug-
gest, it is possible that for most youth, the more 
natural and preferred type of exploration is grad-
ual and nonradical, that is, exploration that grad-
ually builds on values that are already well 
internalized and only need minor revisions. 

 While the studies focusing on religious behav-
ior did not focus on student motivation and engage-
ment, they appear to have important implications 

for the domain of religious education in countries 
other than Israel, and in particular, religious edu-
cation of youth that is exposed to the general 
mass media and secular ideas and lifestyles. 
Thus, it appears that religious schools that would 
support value examination in the religious domain 
are likely to help students to develop values and 
views that would enable them to feel more auton-
omous and more vital in relation to their religious 
behavior. The school’s willingness to address 
these religious questions openly and seriously 
may also result in an increased willingness to 
attend the school and to participate in various 
nonreligious school activities (as was the case for 
the students studied by Assor and Kanat-Maymon 
[Assor,  2010,   2011 ; Kanat-Maymon & Assor, 
 2011 ]). 

 As we end the discussion of SVE, I would like 
to present one note of caution regarding this gen-
erally desirable autonomy supportive practice. 
Although the fi rst studies on SVE suggest that it 
has fairly positive correlates, it is possible that 
educators support for value examination can 
sometimes fail to enhance perceived autonomy 
because the exploration is too diffi cult or confus-
ing. To increase the likelihood that support for 
value examination would result in value and goal 
integration, commitment, and vitality, it appears 
important to support a special type of examina-
tion, which can be termed  Optimal  Support for 
Value Examination (OSVE). Optimal support for 
value examination can include:
    (a)    Gradual exposure of adolescents to views 

and experiences that might lead them to 
examine their goals and values  

    (b)    Help in refl ecting on the new ideas and their 
potentially unsettling personal implications     

 Future research may attempt to identify the 
attributes of optimal versus harmful ways of 
encouraging value and goal examination in 
youth. However, research conducted by Assor 
and his colleagues (Assor,  2010,   2011 ; Madjar, 
Assor, & Dotan,  2010  )  already identifi ed one 
educational attribute that appears to increase the 
capacity of adolescents to engage in value exam-
ination also when this examination is diffi cult 
and confusing. This attribute is discussed in the 
next section.  
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   Fostering Inner-Directed Valuing 
Processes 

 FIV is another autonomy supportive practice 
which promotes the formation and realization of 
authentic direction-giving values, goals, and 
interests. This construct refers to a cluster of edu-
cator’s behaviors which help students pay atten-
tion to their  authentic  values and needs more than 
to social pressures. FIV is important because it is 
posited to enhance youth capacity to persist in the 
often frustrating task of exploring one’s authentic 
goals, values, and interests, as well as strengthen 
their capacity to make decisions based on their 
authentic values and needs. As such, FIV can be 
viewed as training in authentic decision making. 

 More specifi cally, FIV is assumed to include 
three components: (a) enhancing students’ ability 
to withstand confusion and take their time before 
they make serious decisions, (b) encouraging the 
examination of one’s values and goals when 
faced with a diffi cult decision and/or social pres-
sures, and (c) encouraging the consideration of 
alternatives and relevant information before mak-
ing a decision. FIV differs from general support 
for value examination in that it is a socializing 
practice that is used only when the child faces 
diffi cult decisions and social pressures, and 
unlike SVE, it provides a certain “training” in 
authentic and rational decision making under 
stress. 

 Items assessing parents, fostering of 
 inner-directed valuing processes (FIV) are 
 presented in Table  20.2 .  

 Figure  20.5  shows how FIV is posited to 
operate together with SVE in supporting refl ec-
tive value and goal examination, and consequent 
perceived autonomy and its positive outcomes.  

 Inspection of Fig.  20.5  shows that FIV and 
SVE are assumed to have additive infl uence on 
refl ective value and goal examination. However, 
future research may examine the possibility that 
FIV may also moderate the effects of SVE on 
value examination. This moderating effect may 
occur because although SVE may foster the ini-
tial urge to engage in value examination, FIV 
may allow this examination to proceed when the 
exploration process gets diffi cult and confusing. 

 Research on the correlates and potential 
benefi ts of FIV has just begun. The fi rst study 
focusing on this construct (see Assor, 2009,  2011 ; 
Madjar et al.,  2010  )  showed that adolescents’ 
perceptions of their parents as high on FIV were 
found to predict identity exploration and the for-
mation of commitments that are experienced as 
autonomous. In this study, FIV was also found to 
predict adolescents’ capacity to experience anger 
and anxiety without losing control or immedi-
ately suppressing these feelings, as well as their 
tendency to try to understand the sources of these 
feelings and the implications of these feelings for 
one’s life and relationships. 

 So far, research did not examine the implica-
tions of FIV for engagement in studying and 
school activities. However, it is reasonable to 
assume that the increased capacity for inner valu-
ing and for resisting social pressure would enable 
students to engage in studies that are less popular 

   Table 20.2    Items illustrating the three components of FIV   

 1.   Enhancing children’s ability to withstand confusion and take their time before they make serious decisions  
 “When other kids pressure me to accept their opinion, my mom let’s me feel that it is better to take the time and 
calm down before I decide what to do” 

 2.   Encouraging examination of one’s authentic values and goals when faced with a diffi cult decision or social 
pressures  
 “When I have to make a tough decision, my mom encourages me to fi rst examine what I think is the right and 
desirable thing to do” 

 3.  Encouraging consideration of alternatives and relevant information before making a decision  
 “As a child, when I had to choose what to do, my mom and me thought together on the consequences of each 
possible choice” 
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but are interesting for them. In addition, increased 
capacity to tolerate ambiguity during the explora-
tion of one’s authentic interests and values may 
enable students to engage in a more thorough 
examination of various subjects relevant to their 
emerging interests, goals, and values.   

   Conclusion 

 Summing up, in this chapter I focused on seven 
practices of autonomy support which are likely to 
promote two major components of the need for 
autonomy: (a) lack of coercion and optional 
choice and (b) formation and realization of an 
inner compass: authentic, direction-giving val-
ues, goals, and interests. A special emphasis was 
put on three autonomy supportive practices which 
are assumed to support formation and realization 
of authentic, direction-giving values, goals, and 
interests, whose impact on perceived autonomy 
was not suffi ciently examined so far: (a) IVD – 
intrinsic value demonstration, (b) SVE – support 
for value/goal/interest examination, and (c) FIV – 
fostering inner-directed valuing processes. The 
autonomy supportive practices that foster the 
development of stable authentic values and goals 
might be especially important in western coun-
tries, in which postmodern moral relativism and 
the abundance of information and options make 
it particularly diffi cult for youth to form stable 
and authentic values and goals. 

 In future research, it may be interesting to 
examine the unique contributions to students’ 
school engagement and well-being of the three 
autonomy supportive practices that were rela-
tively underemphasized in SDT-based research: 
intrinsic value demonstration (IVD), support for 
value examination (SVE), and fostering inner 
valuing (FIV). In this research, it would be impor-
tant to assess autonomy support practices and 
outcomes based on measures that are not based 
solely on self-reports, using longitudinal designs 
that can point to possible causal effects.       
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  Abstract 

 Teachers’ curricular intentions and the manner they construct learning 
opportunities in the classroom have an impact on engagement. This chap-
ter is set in the context of a curriculum intention to develop senior high 
school students’ competencies/capabilities, which has implications for the 
manner in which teachers ‘talk up’ reasons for engaging with learning. 
Differences in perceptions of the learning affordances their teachers offer 
are described for the students’ most and least enjoyed subjects, with enjoy-
ment standing as a proxy for emotional engagement. The responses of the 
teachers of each student’s two classes add to the rich contextual picture of 
more and less engaging classroom learning contexts and point to the 
importance of creating spaces for metacognitive conversations about 
learning, and of supporting students to more actively link current learning 
to their personal lives. This is practically useful knowledge because many 
of the dimensions of engagement discussed can arguably be infl uenced by 
teachers’ actions and beliefs.    

   Introduction    

 This chapter explores students’ engagement with 
learning in their fi nal years of schooling. 
Engagement is framed as active  participation  in 
learning with  competency  development in mind. 
The link to competencies is intended to capture 
the sense of engagement as ‘energy in action’ 

(Russell, Ainley, & Frydenberg,  2005  ) . Following 
one much-cited literature review (Fredricks, 
Blumenfeld, & Paris,  2004  ) , the scope of engage-
ment is taken to encompass behavioural, cogni-
tive and emotional dimensions of participation in 
learning. Motivation, by contrast, is taken to be 
about ‘ energy  and  direction , the reasons for 
behaviour, why we do what we do’ (Russell et al., 
 2005 , p.3, emphasis in the original). 

 The nature of engaging classrooms is explored 
through the complementary lenses of ‘opportuni-
ties to learn’ (as orchestrated by the teacher) and 
‘affordances’ that support and enable learning (as 
perceived by the student). Whether tacitly 
assumed or explicitly identifi ed, teachers create 
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opportunities for students to engage in class 
through the purposes they envision for learning. 
These purposes in turn infl uence their selection 
of curriculum content, their choice of learning 
resources, the instructional processes they deploy, 
and how they ‘talk up’ and generally prepare stu-
dents for any subsequent assessment events. 
Assuming all these choices are coherent and 
broadly appropriate to the learning needs of the 
students, the opportunities to learn that the teacher 
shapes are  necessary  for learning, but a sociocul-
tural framing posits that they are not  suffi cient  to 
ensure the engagement of all or even necessarily 
most of the students in the class (Haertel, Moss, 
Pullin, & Gee,  2008  ) . 

 Opportunities to learn, as envisaged and 
enacted by the teacher, may or may not be recog-
nised by the students as offering  affordances  for 
their personal learning. Gee  (  2008  )  described 
affordances as ‘action possibilities posed by 
objects or features in the environment’ (p.81). To 
name just a few, affordances could include stu-
dents’ understanding of what the learning is really 
about and for; their estimations of their likely 
success in completing the tasks in relation to their 
motivation to do so; their personal interest in and 
connections to the contexts of learning, including 
prior knowledge and experiences on which they 
might draw; and any possibilities for social and 
intellectual interaction as students learn together. 
Thus opportunities to learn are realised only 
when individual students see ways to transform 
the intended learning into action and are willing 
to invest the necessary effort to do so. 

 Within the scope just outlined, discussions of 
engagement include considerations of the broader 
purposes that frame learning at any specifi c stage 
of schooling. This chapter is set in the context of 
the fi nal years of high school, when students are 
preparing for and being assessed to gain exit 
qualifi cations, all the while making choices that 
take into account their likely options for work or 
further study in the immediate post-school years. 
Traditionally, teachers have used the necessity to 
prepare for high-stakes examinations as a means 
of keeping the majority of students engaged at a 
stage of their learning when adolescents can 
become restless, ready as they see it for adult life 

and perhaps pushing back against the strictures 
of school. However, contexts for schooling are 
changing in ways that unsettle tidy relationships 
where examination prescriptions become de facto 
curriculum, teaching is directed towards content 
acquisition, and traditional exit examinations 
assess the extent to which the prescribed content 
has been acquired and understood (Bolstad & 
Gilbert,  2008  ) . 

 Outside of education, rapidly changing social 
and economic conditions are creating new uncer-
tainties. It is no longer possible to assume a 
‘known future, a known set of options to choose 
between, each requiring a known set of skills 
and aptitudes, and therefore a known – and well-
trodden – pathway’ (Bolstad & Gilbert,  2008 , 
p.35). With global changes and uncertainties in 
mind, this chapter argues that new ways of think-
ing about keeping students engaged in the fi nal 
years of schooling are now needed. It draws on 
data from the longitudinal study Competent 
Children/Competent Learners (Wylie & Hodgen, 
 2012  )  to describe student and teacher views of 
classroom learning conditions at age 16 and to 
discuss implications for changes in pedagogy. 
The survey items discussed in the chapter were 
designed with New Zealand’s recent curriculum 
and assessment reforms in mind, specifi cally a 
focus on learning as  competency  development. 
New Zealand’s national curriculum and school 
exit qualifi cation system are briefl y outlined next, 
to provide the context for the data and discussion 
that follows. 

   Curriculum and Assessment Reform 
in New Zealand 

 In common with many other nations, New 
Zealand is wrestling with questions of what it 
means to educate students for the rapidly chang-
ing economic, environmental and social condi-
tions that characterise life in the twenty-fi rst 
century (Bolstad & Gilbert,  2008 ; Gilbert,  2005  ) . 
The most recent New Zealand Curriculum (NZC) 
is a future-focused  framework  curriculum whose 
purpose is to provide a sense of national direction 
for local decision-making. Each school has to 
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work out how best to build up a detailed local 
curriculum based on the national framework, 
with the identifi ed learning needs of its own stu-
dent community demonstrably addressed. A 
vision statement and a set of principles guide the 
reading and interpretation of the whole. The 
vision is for students to become ‘confi dent, con-
nected, actively involved lifelong learners’ 
(Ministry of Education [MoE],  2007 , p.8), and 
the principles highlight the following as key 
design considerations: coherence, inclusion, cul-
tural diversity, high expectations, a future-focus, 
learning-to-learn and community engagement 
with local curriculum design and enactment, 
together with a focus on the Treaty of Waitangi as 
the foundation for bicultural relationships with 
the indigenous people of New Zealand. 

 The vision and principles are given life when 
schools design learning programmes that weave 
more traditional content with specifi ed values 
and key competencies. Eight broad sets of val-
ues, identifi ed and shaped via a national consulta-
tion exercise, are expected to be encouraged, 
modelled and explored. As outlined in Table  21.1 , 
fi ve NZC key competencies were adapted from a 
set of four developed by the OECD’s DeSeCo 
project. This project defi ned ‘key’ competencies 
as those learners need to develop during their 
schooling in order to maximise their chances of 
living meaningfully in, and contributing to, well-
functioning societies, both during and well 
beyond their school years (OECD,  2005  ) . Some 
people use the word ‘capabilities’ with similar 
intent (Reid,  2006  ) . Learners draw on a wide 

range of competencies, but those labelled as ‘key’ 
are seen to be universal rather than situation 
 specifi c (Rychen & Salganik,  2003  ) . The impli-
cation is that these competencies are transferrable 
across contexts and continue to develop across 
the life span.  

 Key competencies integrate knowledge and 
skills with attitudes and values, and are demon-
strated as complex responses to any challenges 
learners confront as they adapt what they already 
know and can do to new contexts, or to more 
demanding aspects of familiar contexts (Rychen 
& Salganik,  2003  ) . In this way, a focus on com-
petency development draws attention to  disposi-
tional  aspects of learning and to ideas such as 
 action competence : knowing how best to respond, 
having the necessary knowledge and skills to do 
so and being disposed to use these. These dispo-
sitional aspects of learning have been character-
ised as being ‘ready, willing and able’ to undertake 
the learning task and confront its challenges 
(Carr,  2006,   2008  ) . Engagement here is not 
optional but rather a necessary condition of learn-
ing. It is ‘ energy in action , the connection between 
person and activity’ (Russell et al.,  2005 , p.4, 
emphasis in the original). 

 If students are to strengthen their personal 
competencies as demonstrable outcomes of learn-
ing, schools must weave competencies together 
with traditional content. The latter is specifi ed in 
NZC as sets of achievement objectives for eight 
learning areas, each differentiated into eight cur-
riculum levels that broadly indicate progress 
across all the years of school from age 5 to around 
age 17 or 18. (Students can leave after they turn 
16, but this is discouraged because by then they 
would be unlikely to have any qualifi cations that 
would keep them on a learning pathway). Each 
learning area is framed by a one-page ‘essence 
statement’ that sets out the unique contribution 
that this learning area makes to the enacted cur-
riculum. Schools are expected to discuss these 
‘high level’ ideals as they plan how to give 
expression to curriculum as a complex whole 
(Hipkins,  2011  ) . 

 This local curriculum planning will ideally 
result in the provision of learning experiences that 
support all students to develop and strengthen 

   Table 21.1    The origins of fi ve NZC key competencies   

 Name given to competency 
by OECD 

 New Zealand Curriculum 
version (note that these 
are ‘best matches’ not 1–1 
equivalents) 

 Acting autonomously  Managing self 
 Functioning in socially 
heterogeneous groups 

 Relating to others 
 Participating and 
contributing 

 Using tools interactively  Using language, symbols 
and texts 

 Thinking (as a ‘cross-
cutting’ competency that 
interacts with all the others) 

 Thinking (not identifi ed as 
cross-cutting) 
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their current competencies and to explore and 
model the curriculum values, all in the context of 
also learning the concepts and skills specifi ed in 
the achievement objectives. Planning appropriate 
curriculum is thus a highly complex  design  task. 
Even with the vision and principles to provide 
guidance, there could be very many different 
ways to assemble these pieces. There are also 
strong implications for pedagogy: the ‘how’ of 
teaching is as important as the ‘what’ and both 
come together in the ‘why’, i.e. the purposes for 
learning that are envisaged, or perhaps simply 
assumed, by both students and their teachers 
(Hipkins, Bull, & Reid,  2010  ) . Framing the 
engagement issue thus directs the inquiry focus 
beyond the individual student as engaged in learn-
ing or not (although that remains important) to 
take account of teacher-student interactions, 
teachers’ curriculum decision-making and the 
classroom learning conditions they co-construct 
with their students – in other words, the manner in 
which affordances for learning play out in action. 

 New Zealand does not have a programme of 
national testing, so effectively carrying out the 
processes specifi ed in NZC for local design and 
review is an important professional responsibility 
for every school. Even the school exit qualifi ca-
tion, awarded at three levels broadly correspond-
ing to the fi nal 3 years of high school, the National 
Certifi cate in Educational Achievement (NCEA), 
has a fl exible, modular structure that continues 
opportunities for local curriculum design right 
through to the end of schooling (Bolstad & 
Gilbert,  2008 ; Hipkins & Vaughan, with Beals, 
Ferral, & Gardiner,  2005  ) . Standards-based assess-
ment is underpinned by suites of ‘achievement 
standards’ that can be mixed and matched, at least 
in theory. Some standards are internally assessed 
by each school, and these typically specify types 
of learning that cannot be assessed in traditional 
examinations. Externally assessed standards do 
often entail examinations, but even here, some 
innovation is possible; for example, portfolio 
assessments are often used in the arts and tech-
nology learning areas. NCEA is part of a National 
Qualifi cations Framework (NQF) that extends 
to post-school learning pathways. Thus, there 
are additional curriculum design opportunities 

and challenges for high schools as they create 
coherent pathways through and beyond the senior 
high years. Ideally, all assessment should be 
competency-focused, but in practice, revising the 
existing suites of achievement standards to refl ect 
discipline-specifi c opportunities for competency 
development is proving to be demanding, with 
considerable implications for teacher profes-
sional learning and pedagogical change.  

   Changing Pedagogy for Changing 
Times? 

 An  Effective Pedagogy  section included in the 
NZC framework provides advice about creating a 
supportive learning environment, encouraging 
refl ective thought and action, enhancing the rel-
evance of new learning, facilitating shared learn-
ing, making connections to prior learning and 
experience, providing students with suffi cient 
opportunities to learn and inquiring into one’s 
own teaching practice to ensure student learning 
needs are being met (MoE,  2007 , p. 34). All of 
these aspects of pedagogy could be seen as fun-
damental to improving  traditional  teaching prac-
tice. None  necessarily  implies pedagogical 
change or curriculum transformation for new 
times. However, the demands of competency 
development do potentially bring new pedagogi-
cal imperatives. NZC defi nes the key competen-
cies drawing on ‘knowledge, attitudes and values 
 in ways that lead to action ’ (MoE,  2007 , p.12, 
emphasis added) and the dispositional challenges 
of competency development have already been 
noted. One engagement challenge here is that 
action contexts that are new and challenging for 
one learner might not offer any learning ‘stretch’ 
to another. This implies that some degree of per-
sonalisation is needed if key competencies are to 
be fostered via participatory learning. 

 The NZC notes the development of key com-
petencies is ‘both an end in itself (a goal) and a 
means by which other ends are achieved’ (MoE, 
 2007 , p.12). Key competencies ‘enable learn-
ing’ (ibid, p.38) with the clear implication that 
there is a strong link between the development 
of key competencies and learning-to-learn. 
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Russell et al.’s meta-analysis of engagement and 
motivation begins with summary of learning out-
comes for the twenty-fi rst century. Interestingly 
they make essentially the same learning-to-learn 
connection: ‘Engagement in learning is both an 
end in itself and a means to an end’ (Russell et al., 
 2005 , p.3). They also link engagement to more 
dynamic learning processes and better quality 
educational outcomes as foundations for con-
tinuing to learn in the years beyond school. 
Developing learning-to-learn dimensions chal-
lenges teachers to offer opportunities that draw 
students into metacognitive conversations that 
support them and refl ect on acts of meaning-
making, including  how  and  why  they are learn-
ing, not just  what  they have acquired (Hipkins, 
 2006  ) . For such conversations to be rich and 
meaningful, the learning that is planned must be 
intellectually engaging for both students and the 
teacher, and the teacher must be clear about the 
nature of the ‘big picture’ to which the learning is 
making a contribution. 

 NZC further notes that social contexts are 
important enablers of progress in developing key 
competencies; the manner in which competencies 
develop over time is shaped by students’ ‘interac-
tions with people, places, ideas and things’ (MoE, 
 2007 , p.12). The sociocultural idea of  affordances  
is cued by these words, as is the related idea that 
learning is  mediated  by whether and how students 
understand and take up these affordances 
(Wertsch,  1998  ) . Thus a sociocultural framing for 
learning that fosters competency development 
positions learning as social, contextually bound 
and  emergent  (Davis & Sumara,  2010  ) . 
Competencies come into view during learning 
interactions that vary according to the demands 
of the specifi c subject, the affordances that the 
planned learning offers individual students, and 
the various new contextual links that become 
apparent. This description stands in contrast to a 
more universalist view of learning where compe-
tency might be seen as a relatively stable charac-
teristic, separately owned by discrete individuals 
(Delandshere & Petrosky,  1998  ) . A sociocultural 
interpretation implies that key competencies can-
not be taught generically: they have to be explored 
from a disciplinary perspective by teachers in 

every subject area, and there is an element of 
unpredictability in their outcomes. Teachers need 
to be suffi ciently confi dent to be responsive to 
students’ ideas and reactions, and to follow new 
learning possibilities as these unfold. 

 This chapter is not intended to argue for com-
petency development per se. Rather, it uses the 
idea of key competencies as a lens for re-examin-
ing curriculum assumptions and pedagogical 
practices, and ensuring that any initiatives 
intended to strengthen student engagement take 
the whole learning context into account, includ-
ing adopting a more nuanced view of opportuni-
ties to learn and how these are impacted by the 
classroom environment and teacher’s actions. 
Many teachers are unfamiliar with sociocultural 
theories of learning and so are likely to miss the 
subtle language cues in NZC. If they think about 
learning as being mainly the individual acquisi-
tion of knowledge and skills, they are likely to 
miss the part played by the affordances of learn-
ing environment they are responsible for orches-
trating for their students. If they are unaware of 
constructivist theories of learning, the very pos-
sibility that different students will perceive dif-
ferent purposes for the new learning offered, and 
hence create different links to what they already 
know and can do, might pass the teacher by. The 
research presented in this chapter did not engage 
explicitly with teachers’ reasoning, but rather 
with the manner in which their (likely tacit) cur-
riculum and pedagogical beliefs were translated 
into the opportunities to learn that they offered in 
their classes.  

   Determining Engagement as a Situated 
and Mediated Construct 

 This section of the chapter introduces the engage-
ment data drawn from the longitudinal Competent 
Children, Competent Learners project. This proj-
ect has tracked around 500 New Zealand students 
from pre-school education through their school 
years and on into the world of work or further 
education. Well before the OECD key competen-
cies were developed, the prescient decision was 
taken to focus on competency development as 
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children moved through school (see Wylie & 
Hodgen,  2012  for a more detailed project descrip-
tion). At age 16, when the students were in a wide 
range of high schools, they were invited to respond 
to a set of items that described aspects of the 
learning they experienced during classes in the 
subjects they most and least enjoyed, as well as in 
English which they would all have been studying. 
This chapter focuses on data about most and least 
enjoyed subjects. Thus, self-reported enjoyment 
of learning in a class is the situated measure used 
in this chapter to determine comparative engage-
ment of an individual student in two different set-
tings, each with a different teacher. 

 The construct of ‘most enjoyed’ subjects 
directs attention to  emotional  components of 
engagement (Fredricks et al.,  2004  ) . It could be 
argued that focusing on enjoyment is not a good 
proxy for engagement because students may well 
enjoy subjects that make few demands on them 
cognitively or even behaviourally – they can have 
a good time and not do much work. However, the 
student responses outlined shortly do not bear out 
this sceptical view. Also, there is evidence in the 
Competent Learners project that enjoyment was 
linked to experiencing academic success (Wylie, 
Hipkins, & Hodgen,  2009 ; Wylie & Hodgen, 
 2012  ) , which implies that both cognitive and 
behavioural dimensions of engagement are also 
present when students indicate positive affective 
responses to their learning. A second possible 
objection to the use of enjoyment as a proxy for 
engagement runs the opposite way. Students may 
be cognitively and behaviourally engaged in sub-
jects they do not enjoy, especially if they are moti-
vated by strongly held instrumental reasons for 
choosing these. Indeed, in other research, we have 
found instances of students taking physics ‘under 
sufferance’ because they need it for pre-entry 
courses leading to limited-entry study pathways 
into highly valued professions such as medicine 
(Hipkins, Roberts, Bolstad, & Ferral,  2006  ) . 

 Many studies that include a classroom compo-
nent compare different context/cohort combina-
tions and hence confl ate two sets of variables 
(different settings/different students). The Compe-
tent Learner study provided an illuminating lens 
on classroom contexts when teachers of the two 

classes nominated by a student were contacted 
and invited to complete a survey that included 
questions about both the class and the student. We 
see two different classes through the eyes of the 
same student, but also as perceived by the teacher 
of each of those classes. One part of the survey 
addressed opportunities to learn through the 
teacher’s eyes. This part comprised 32 items that 
described the general learning conditions in the 
class. A 5-point Likert scale (strongly agree to 
strongly disagree with neutral in the middle) was 
provided for the teacher to indicate how well the 
item description accorded with the class in ques-
tion. Other parts of the survey asked the teacher 
to respond to questions about the named student 
as a learner. One bank of 36 Likert-scaled items 
asked the teacher to estimate how often the stu-
dent did what the item described (never, occa-
sionally, sometimes, often, or always) while 
learning in the nominated class. Another bank of 
13 items described aspects that imply motiva-
tional underpinnings for engagement (e.g. ‘always 
strives for excellence’) and asked the teacher to 
judge how well that item applied to the student on 
a 5-point Likert scale (strongly agree to strongly 
disagree with neutral in the middle). A full discus-
sion of all these rich data can be accessed in the 
project report (Wylie et al.,  2009  ) . 

 The selection of teacher items for inclusion 
in this chapter was informed by a consideration 
of their potential to illuminate aspects of com-
petency development, and by being able to match 
them to student items that broadly encompassed 
the same idea. Students completed questions 
about learning conditions in their most and least 
enjoyed classes. For each class, they responded 
to a bank of 58 items (X is a class where…) using 
a 5-point Likert scale (strongly agree to strongly 
disagree with neutral in the middle). Some of the 
items concerned the affordances they perceived 
in that class setting. Table  21.2  matches these to 
teacher items related to opportunities to learn. 
Other student items concerned their personal 
behaviour in the class. Table  21.3  matches these 
responses to corresponding teacher perceptions 
about the student as a learner in that class.   

 Note that the distinction teachers were asked 
to draw between the student as an individual and 
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the class as a whole does not apply to student 
responses – they were who they were in that set-
ting, and hence all their items comprised one large 
bank. Note also that each student completed the 
same item set for both their most and least enjoyed 
subjects. Unless they had the same teacher for 
both these subjects (which in view of the differ-
ences about to be reported seems fairly unlikely), 
the corresponding teacher items for most and 

least enjoyed subjects will have been completed 
by two different teachers. A further caution con-
cerns the likelihood that the items were not inter-
preted in comparable ways by the student and 
the teacher. Notwithstanding these cautions, the 
following data patterns paint a compelling picture 
of opportunities to strengthen competencies that 
can make a positive contribution to student 
engagement.  

   Table 21.2    Comparing teachers’ perceptions of opportunities to learn with students’ perceptions of the affordances 
offered in these classes   

 Item 
set no 

 Most enjoyed class = 418 students and teacher of each student  % agree or strongly agree 
 Least enjoyed class = 417 students and teacher of each student  Most enjoyed  Least enjoyed  Difference 

  1  Student view: The teacher uses examples that are relevant to my 
experience 
 Student view: My teacher knows what interests us 
  Teacher view: I relate the context to students’ experiences  

 77 

 72 
 77 

 27 

 20 
 66 

 50 

 52 
 11 

  2  Student view: We have a lot of hands-on practical activities 
  Teacher view: Students do a lot of practical activities  

 73 
 72 

 24 
 38 

 49 
 34 

  3  Student view: The teacher gives me useful feedback on my work 
that helps me see what I need to do next and how to do it 
  Teacher view: Feedback I give students shows them their next steps  

 86 

 84 

 40 

 75 

 46 

 9 
  4  Student view: I can try out new ideas/ways of doing things 

 Student view: We discuss different ways of looking at things/
interpretations 
 Student view: I get to think about ideas and problems in new ways 
  Teacher view: Students are given time to refl ect on their learning  

 81 
 65 

 67 
 65 

 35 
 27 

 30 
 57 

 46 
 38 

 37 
 8 

  5  Student view: I get time to think and talk about how I’m learning 
  Teacher view: I encourage students to think and talk about how 
they are learning (the methods they are using)  

 62 
 57 

 17 
 52 

 45 
 5 

  6  Student view: Students help and support each other 
  Teacher view: Students can work out problems together  

 78 
 74 

 44 
 78 

 34 
 −4 

  7  Student view: I can make mistakes and learn from them without 
getting into trouble 
  Teacher view: Students can make mistakes and learn from them 
without getting into trouble  

 84 

 92 

 50 

 92 

 34 

 – 

  8  Student view: We do projects about real things/issues 
  Teacher view: Students have the opportunity to act on issues that 
concern them  

 54 
 50 

 25 
 33 

 29 
 17 

  9  Student view: We assess each other’s work and give feedback 
  Teacher view: Students are encouraged to assess each others’ 
work and give feedback  

 47 
 39 

 20 
 30 

 27 
 9 

 10  Student view: We learn things outside the classroom, e.g. on 
fi eldtrips 
  Teacher view: Students interact with people outside school 
as part of their school work  

 41 

 43 

 14 

 23 

 27 

 20 

 11  Student view: I work with other students on group tasks 
  Teacher view: Students do a lot of group activities and discussions  

 71 
 54 

 52 
 37 

 19 
 14 

 12  Student view: We can choose the topics we want to do 
  Teacher view: Students are encouraged to lead group projects/
class activities  
  Teacher view: Students are given input into the context 
and direction of learning activities  

 28 
 37 

 64 

 10 
 25 

 52 

 18 
 12 

 12 
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   Engaging Students in Whole-Class 
Settings 

 Table  21.2  documents 12 matched sets of items, 
ranked by the size of the difference between stu-
dents’ perceptions of the learning conditions in 

their most and least enjoyed classes. Each set of 
items shows overall frequencies for the affor-
dances of the class as the students perceived these, 
matched to overall frequencies for opportunities 
to learn as perceived by the teacher of each stu-
dent in those same classes. To illustrate, item set 

   Table 21.3    Comparing teachers and student perceptions of the student as a learner in the class   

 Item 
set no 

 Most enjoyed class = 418 students and teacher of each student, 
 Least enjoyed class = 417 students and teacher of each student 

 Students:% agree or strongly agree 

 Teachers:% happens often or always 

 Most enjoyed  Least enjoyed  Difference 

  1  Student item: I learn things that are challenging 
  Teacher item: Where there is a choice, chooses work that allows 
him/her to gain further knowledge and skills  

 86 
 44 

 22 
 27 

 64 
 17 

  2  Student item: My teacher is interested in my ideas 
  Teacher item: Clearly explains things so you get a very good 
idea of what is happening and what s/he is thinking  

 85 
 60 

 27 
 37 

 58 
 23 

  3  Student item: I get totally absorbed in my work 
  Teacher item: Has a good concentration span when working  

 64 
 59 

 13 
 40 

 51 
 19 

  4  Student item: I organise my time so I get things done 
  Teacher item: Finishes all class work  
  Teacher item: Is organised and well prepared for assessments  
  Teacher item: Finishes all homework  

 64 
 70 
 61 
 58 

 24 
 45 
 43 
 38 

 40 
 35 
 18 
 20 

  5  Student item: When I fi nish my work, I check and make changes 
if needed before handing it in 
  Teacher item: Assess his/her work and makes improvements 
before completing or handing it in  

 68 

 47 

 29 

 31 

 39 

 16 

  6  Student item: I expect to get lots of NCEA credits 
  Teacher item: S/he is realistic about likely achievement in 
assessment tasks  

 71 
 68 

 32 
 60 

 39 
 8 

  7  Student item: We discuss different ways of looking at things/
interpretations 
  Teacher item: Aware that there are different ways of interpreting 
knowledge  

 65 

 42 

 27 

 30 

 38 

 12 

  8  Student item: I meet any goals I set myself 
  Teacher item: Meets any goals s/he sets her/himself  

 64 
 57 

 27 
 39 

 37 
 18 

  9  Student item: I can make mistakes and learn from them without 
getting into trouble 
  Teacher item: Learns from mistakes/experience  

 84 

 65 

 50 

 47 

 34 

 18 
 10  Student item: When I’m doing something I think about whether 

I understand what I’m doing 
  Teacher item: Asks questions so s/he understands  

 74 

 63 

 47 

 41 

 27 

 22 
 11  Student item: Students can safely express different views from 

each other 
  Teacher item: Respects other points of view or different ways 
of doing things  

 79 

 71 

 53 

 60 

 26 

 11 

 12  Student item: I work with other students on group tasks 
  Teacher item: Takes full part in a group that is working to 
complete a learning task together  

 71 
 58 

 52 
 36 

 19 
 22 

 13  Student item: I can choose which assessments I want to do for 
NCEA 
  Teacher item: S/he makes strategic decisions not to do assessments  
  Teacher item: S/he makes impulsive decisions not to do 
assessments  

 17 

 5 
 8 

 14 

 8 
 12 

 3 

 3 
 4 
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1 shows that three-quarters of the students (77%) 
perceived that the teacher of their most enjoyed 
subject used examples relevant to their experi-
ences. Congruent with this, 72% believed that 
this teacher knew what interested them. By con-
trast only 27% of these same students thought the 
teacher of their least enjoyed classes used relevant 
experiences and just 20% thought this teacher 
knew what interested students. Three-quarters of 
the teachers of the nominated most enjoyed 
classes (77%) thought they related contexts of 
learning to students’ experiences, as did 66% of 
those who taught in students’ least enjoyed 
classes. Thus the frequency difference between 
the perceptions of teachers of most and least 
enjoyed classes that they orchestrated opportuni-
ties to draw links between current learning and 
students’ wider experiences was just 11%, com-
pared to a 50% difference in students’ recognition 
of such linking as an affordance of the learning in 
most and least enjoyed classes. A similar pattern 
holds for all the item sets in Table  21.2 . 

 Note that some item sets in Table  21.2  are 
closely matched, with only a slight change of 
wording for teacher and student versions. 
However, some groupings bring together items 
with similar intent but different descriptions. For 
example, item set 4 contrasts one teacher item 
that asked about refl ection as a general activity 
with three student items that each described a dif-
ferent possibility for refl ecting on learning. 
Similarly, item set 12 explores students’ percep-
tions of choice as residing in actual selection of 
topics and opportunities to show leadership in 
class. By contrast, the matched teacher item cues 
student ‘input’ which need not imply the same 
level of freedom, or ultimate determination of 
curriculum topics and directions. This difference 
doubtless explains the atypically large difference 
in item set 12 between teachers of most enjoyed 
classes and students’ views of learning in those 
classes. 

 The pattern of responses in Table  21.2  sug-
gests that enjoyment of learning, as a proxy for 
engagement in learning, is associated with a 
range of opportunities to be  actively participat-
ing  as a learner. In addition to a traditional focus 
on ‘hands-on’ learning, students were more likely 

to be active in all of the following ways in their 
most enjoyed classes:

   Taking part in refl ective conversations about • 
the meaning of new learning (item set 4), 
looking ahead to next learning steps (item set 
3) and discussing acts of learning per se (item 
set 5), with all three item sets showing close to 
50% differences in frequency of occurrence in 
most and least enjoyed classes  
  Building connections between school and life • 
beyond school (item set 1), learning in con-
texts beyond the classroom (item set 10) and 
engaging with real issues (item set 8)  
  Interacting with peers, both during learning • 
(item sets 6 and 11) and when assessing learn-
ing (item set 9)  
  Making and correcting one’s own mistakes • 
(item set 7) and exercising some autonomy 
over learning directions and/or showing lead-
ership in class (item set 12)    
 In the most enjoyed classes, frequencies for 

student recognition of the various affordances 
were largely matched by teacher perceptions of 
opportunities to learn in those classes. The pat-
tern is very different when student responses are 
compared with those for teachers of least enjoyed 
classes. In these least enjoyed classes, the oppor-
tunities teachers perceived they offered were not 
recognised as affordances by many of the stu-
dents. It may be that some of the teachers of the 
least enjoyed classes did not make certain oppor-
tunities to learn as visible to students as they 
thought they did. It is also possible that some 
teachers of these classes were out of touch with 
students’ interests and learning needs, or perhaps 
simply not focused on students as individual 
learners, which could be the case for a teacher 
with a very strong content orientation, for exam-
ple. Alternatively, students might be less active in 
seeking connections, perceiving relevance and 
participating actively when they are not enjoying 
a class. Either way, it seems less likely that oppor-
tunities to participate actively in learning will be 
recognised or embraced in students in their less 
enjoyed classes. 

 One caveat for the comparisons in Table  21.2  
is that teachers were thinking about that class as 
a whole, whereas each student was focused on 
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their personal learning. We have no way of know-
ing if all the students in any one class would have 
answered the survey in a similar way. What we 
can say is that not enjoying a class is often linked 
to having a teacher who appears less attuned to a 
specifi c student’s personal learning needs, com-
pared to the teacher of their most enjoyed class. 
This is borne out by a comparison of items that 
did apply specifi cally to an individual student, as 
discussed next.  

   Associations Between Expectations 
and Engagement 

 Table  21.3  follows a similar format to Table  21.2 , 
but here the teacher is responding to items about 
the student as a named individual in their class. 
Some of the student items have already been 
introduced, but here, they are matched to teacher 
items specifi cally related to them personally. 
Where the wording matches closely, the item set 
draws a contrast between how the student sees 
themself as a learner and how their two teachers 
see them. Some item sets are not as closely 
matched but have been paired because they 
inform the same opportunity or learning chal-
lenge. For example, item set 2 probes student 
perceptions that their teachers are interested in 
what they think, whereas the matched teacher 
item asks about how well the student can express 
what they think (the teacher Likert scale changes 
accordingly). This pairing assumes that teacher 
awareness of the relevant behaviours is actually 
linked to opportunities to demonstrate these. Item 
set 6 is different again. This item set contrasts 
students’ expectations of gaining credits from 
their NCEA (qualifi cations) assessments with the 
teacher’s view of whether or not those expecta-
tions are likely to be realistic. 

 Again we see, through the students’ eyes, 
much lower frequencies of occurrence in their 
least enjoyed classes of the various potential 
affordances described. For most item sets, the 
teacher-reported frequencies of occurrence were 
also considerably lower in least enjoyed classes 
than in those the students most enjoyed. Keep in 

mind here that these are comparisons of the  same  
students, as they variously engage with learning 
in two different settings. Classes that were seen 
as least enjoyable by these students were associ-
ated with:

   Lack of intellectual challenge (item set 1), or • 
learning ‘stretch’ as indicated by getting totally 
absorbed in a task (item set 3), or getting 
involved in conversations about ideas (item 
set 2), where for all three items again we see 
student frequency differences of 50% or more 
between most and least enjoyed classes  
  Lack of opportunities for learning from mis-• 
takes (item set 9), safely exploring alternative 
views and ways of interpreting knowledge 
(item sets 7 and 11), and asking questions to 
develop a better understanding (item set 10)  
  Not valuing the work suffi ciently to take care • 
over its completion (item set 4), or checking it 
for potential improvements (item set 5); not 
working purposefully in class (item set 8), 
including with other students (item set 12); 
and the slightly greater likelihood (at least 
from the teacher’s perspective) of skipping an 
NCEA assessment (item set 13)  
  Not expecting to gain intrinsic rewards in the • 
form of personal goals met (item set 8) or the 
extrinsic reward of assessment credits gained 
towards an NCEA qualifi cation (item set 6)    
 Interestingly, students’ intellectual involve-

ment tended to be underestimated by teachers in 
most enjoyed classes, compared to students’ own 
perceptions. For example, whereas 86% of stu-
dents thought learning was challenging in their 
most enjoyed classes, just 44% of the teachers of 
those classes thought students would choose work 
that allowed them to gain further knowledge and 
skills (and hence, by implication, would be more 
challenging). It may be simply that some teachers 
felt they lacked the evidence to comment, but 
then that could be indicative of lacking overt 
opportunities to make the relevant observations 
during class. Alternatively, it may be that students 
overestimate the extent of their active meaning-
making or simply do not see the challenges that 
the teacher sees to be inherent in learning implied 
by some items. What we can say is that, from the 
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students’ perspectives, there are indications that 
opportunities for active and challenging meaning-
making are associated with greater enjoyment of 
learning. Both Tables     21.2  and  21.3  show such 
items at the top of the student rankings for fre-
quency differences between most and least 
enjoyed classes. This in turn suggests that for 
many respondents, ‘enjoyment’ did not signal a 
preference for taking an easy route in class. 

 Comments made by some of the teachers of 
least enjoyed classes suggested they saw it as 
unreasonable to be expected to know personal 
attributes of individual students. Non-response or 
choice of ‘neutral’ in this part of the survey was 
correspondingly higher than for returns from 
teachers of favourite classes. Notice too that these 
teachers were consistently more pessimistic in 
their expectations of students’ likely learning 
effort and success. Elsewhere in the survey, teach-
ers were asked to predict students’ likely highest 
level of qualifi cation in their post-school years. 
The teacher of a student’s most enjoyed class 
typically indicated a higher qualifi cation than the 
teacher of the same student’s least enjoyed class 
(Wylie et al.,  2009  ) . Students also held lower 
expectations of success in their least enjoyed 
classes, and in this instance overall frequencies 
for their views were much closer to those of their 
teachers. One student item simply stated ‘I do 
well    [in this class’]. Most students (89%) agreed 
this was so in their most enjoyed class, compared 
to 34% in their least enjoyed class. 

 Notice that active participation of students in 
making decisions about assessment for NCEA, as 
opposed to learning in general, was not seen by 
most students as something they could or would 
do, nor did their teachers see this as an option 
open to the students. Unlike almost every other 
item set reported in this chapter, there was no 
substantive difference for most and least enjoyed 
classes (item set 13). NCEA is built from stan-
dards-based modules, and so students have a 
degree of choice in shaping the composition of 
their certifi cates, at least in theory (Hipkins et al., 
 2005  ) . Our 16 year olds  could  be supported to 
develop considerable autonomy in charting their 
course through NCEA, but it appears that this 

seldom happens. In a recent national survey, just 
10% of high school teachers said they always or 
quite often involved their students in building 
NCEA assessment plans (Hipkins,  2010a  ) . 

 If students perceived that NCEA did in fact 
offer them the affordance of making strategic 
assessment choices, would this enhance their 
enjoyment in the same way that perceptions of 
greater autonomy in other aspects of their learn-
ing appear to do? What would need to change for 
teachers to perceive that they can in fact support 
students to take up this opportunity, which already 
exists in principle? Would both they and their stu-
dents experience rewards in the form of greater 
enjoyment of learning in the parts of the curricu-
lum in which they choose to aspire for assess-
ment success? These are questions that bear 
further investigation. Some pointers to the chal-
lenges that teachers face as practice imperatives 
change are implied by a small but growing 
body of research on teaching for competency 
development.  

   The Engaging Nature of Competency 
Development 

 A recent analysis of the challenges of integrating 
key competencies with learning in one very sim-
ple science topic [the water cycle] (Hipkins, 
 2010b  )  identifi ed the following four key points of 
difference from traditional teaching of this topic. 
First, the teacher must hold a clear ‘big picture’ 
purpose in mind, so that the learning matters for 
something more than just acquisition of new con-
tent knowledge. Second, the learning should be 
set in context and linked to students’ life experi-
ences, and where possible, these links should be 
suffi ciently open that students can personalise the 
connections to what matters to them. Third, acts 
of meaning-making within the discipline of sci-
ence should be an explicit focus of learning, not 
just something that happens serendipitously (or 
not). Finally, students’ ideas should be used in 
ways that establish and sustain their connection 
to the intended learning while also setting up new 
challenges that strengthen their learning-to-learn 
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capabilities (Hipkins). It will be evident that all 
four of these areas of potential difference align 
with the aspects of pedagogy highlighted in 
Tables  21.2  and  21.3  as more likely to be happen-
ing in students’ most enjoyed classes. 

 Notwithstanding these strong potential links 
between teaching for competency development 
and student engagement with learning, a growing 
body of key competencies research has revealed 
that they are likely to be interpreted, at least ini-
tially, as requiring only a surface level changes to 
pedagogy, and perhaps a strengthening of current 
‘good practice’ (Hipkins,  2011  ) . For example, 
the title ‘managing self’ underplays the intent of 
the OECD equivalent ‘acting autonomously’ (see 
Table  21.1 ). As cued by its NZC title, managing 
self has been widely interpreted to entail involv-
ing students in goal setting and managing rou-
tines of learning such as arriving at class on time 
and with the necessary materials, in contrast to 
the OECD defi nition that includes aspects such 
as ‘acting within the big picture’ (Rychen,  2004  ) . 
Some items reported in Table  21.3  are set at this 
surface level of competency development, yet 
even this is suffi cient to impact enjoyment, and 
hence by implication engagement with learning. 

 Self-managing behaviours certainly create 
conditions where school learning can be initiated, 
but they will not necessarily strengthen students’ 
ability to apply some self-direction to their learn-
ing, or to develop self-awareness of a learning-to-
learn nature. Arguably, the combination of the 
key competencies ‘thinking’ and ‘using language 
symbols and texts’  could  refocus learning in ways 
that make acts of learning per se a focus of class-
room conversations. On a surface level, ‘thinking’ 
might be envisaged as teaching a set of skills 
(Harpaz,  2007  ) , while ‘using language, symbols 
and texts’ has been characterised by some as the 
‘literacy and numeracy’ competency (Hipkins, 
 2007  ) . While basic academic skills are founda-
tional to other learning, a skill-based generic 
interpretation seriously underestimates the intel-
lectual challenge that these competencies can add 
to learning. In combination, these two key com-
petencies could invoke semiotic dimensions that 
require meaning-making to be explicitly addressed 

within different disciplinary conventions (i.e. 
addressing the ‘nature’ of the subject, not just the 
content). One competency identifi ed as a specifi c 
challenge for twenty-fi rst century learning that 
could be developed here is the willingness and 
intellectual means to explore  ideas as ideas,  not 
just as received wisdom (Bereiter & Scardamalia, 
 2006  ) . Tables  21.2  and  21.3  include items that 
could be read as entailing active this type of 
meaning-making, although it is again likely they 
were not read very deeply by many respondents. 
Even so, the tables reveal considerable differ-
ences between the affordances that student per-
ceive their least and most enjoyed classes offer 
for: exploring ideas, discussing multiple interpre-
tations of knowledge, and thinking and talking 
about acts of learning. 

 The DeSeCo defi nition of competency devel-
opment draws attention to the need to mobilise 
knowledge and skills for use in challenging new 
contexts (Rychen & Salganik,  2003  ) . At the very 
least, the key competency ‘participating and con-
tributing’ implies that students need to be able to 
make personally meaningful links between the-
ory and action and between classroom learning 
and life beyond school (Bolstad, Roberts, Boyd, 
& Hipkins,  2009  ) . ‘Contribution’ also implies 
giving something in exchange for learning, which 
is suggestive of an action component where 
appropriate. The items included in Table  21.2  
tend to position teachers as the orchestrators of 
opportunities for learners to be active, rather than 
supporting students to be proactive for them-
selves. Nevertheless, there are clear indications 
in both tables that enjoyment of learning is linked 
to opportunities for some level of active partici-
pation in practical activities, addressing real-life 
issues and in conversation and interaction with 
other learners. 

 The fi nal key competency in the NZC set of 
fi ve is titled ‘relating to others’. At a surface 
level, this competency can be seen as being about 
appropriate interpersonal behaviour in class and 
at school. With the OECD equivalent ‘function-
ing in socially heterogeneous groups’ in mind, 
pairing this competency with ‘managing self’ 
points towards building greater self-awareness in 
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relation to diverse others and the need to modify 
personal cultural expectations and behaviours in 
different contexts. Taking a different tack, pair-
ing ‘relating to others’ with ‘participating and 
contributing’ draws attention to other people as a 
learning resource, and to the need to strengthen 
skills for interacting and developing ideas in the 
spaces between learners, which is often cited as 
important for ‘knowledge work’ in the twenty-
fi rst century (Gilbert,  2005 ; Bereiter & Scarda-
malia,  2006  ) . The items presented in Tables  21.2  
and  21.3  are more clearly aligned with the latter 
pairing, again with the caveat that they may not 
have been read particularly deeply by respon-
dents. Regardless of the level of interpretation 
and application in the classroom, the potential of 
teaching for competency development to impact 
engagement is again evident in clear differences 
between the opportunities that teachers offer and 
students perceive as affordances in their most and 
least enjoyed classes. 

 Items that describe practices that hint at fos-
tering greater learner autonomy ranked lower in 
teachers’ estimation of the opportunities they 
offer and students’ estimation of the affordances 
available to them, even in most enjoyed classes. 
Just 39% of teachers in most enjoyed classes said 
that students were encouraged to assess each 
 others’ work and give feedback, and 37% said 
students could sometimes lead classroom learn-
ing. Just 28% of students said they could choose 
study topics in their most enjoyed classes, and 
only 17% perceived they could make choices 
about the NCEA assessment they would under-
take. These options were hardly available at all in 
least enjoyed classes. If teachers are serious about 
fostering greater student autonomy, they need to 
scaffold opportunities for greater self-determina-
tion of learning pathways, greater self-awareness 
of purposes, habits and progress in strengthening 
competencies as a learner and as a citizen in a 
diverse and rapidly changing world. If the imper-
ative for greater self-direction in combination 
with greater participation is not to be misrepre-
sented as a relativistic ‘anything goes and noth-
ing matters’ view of curriculum (Hipkins et al., 
 2010  ) , many teachers of high school students will 

need to gain greater clarity around multiple 
potential purposes for learning, while also refram-
ing their subjects as disciplinary tools that do 
specifi c sorts of work in the world, within certain 
agreed conventions. That is, they will need to 
become more ‘literate’ about the nature of their 
specialist subjects, so they can help their students 
do the same (Hipkins,  2010b  ) . Given the data 
presented in this chapter, we could hypothesise 
that any shifts to affording students greater auton-
omy in their learning will also help strengthen 
student engagement. Whether the complex inter-
related changes sketched in this section happen 
more widely in practice remains to be seen.  

   Advancing Teacher Conversations 
About Student Engagement 

 This chapter has explored student engagement in 
relation to the opportunities for learning that 
teachers say they offer and the affordances for 
learning that senior high school students perceive 
to be available to them in most and least enjoyed 
classes. Framing learning in terms of developing 
or strengthening key competencies adds a critical 
curriculum dimension to the discussion and 
aligns curriculum change imperatives with peda-
gogical change. The analysis has presented 
teacher and student data separately in order to 
contrast differences in perceptions, but, in reality, 
engagement is co-constructed in the classroom 
moment as interactions play out between teacher 
and students, and between the students them-
selves. This section of the chapter proposes a 
complex, dynamic framing of the relationships 
between teacher and student actions, motivations 
and engagement and identifi es some implications 
for teacher professional learning. 

 As well as having separate teacher and learner 
components, there is an element of  simultaneity  
to engagement as it emerges in the classroom 
moment (Davis & Sumara,  2010  ) . Davis and 
Sumara noted that it is unhelpful to debate the 
merits of either student-centred or teacher-cen-
tred learning  as if  they are an inevitable duality. 
Learning is simultaneously both individual and 
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situated. The classroom environment is antici-
pated and orchestrated by the teacher in the fi rst 
instance but ultimately co-created by all those 
present. Engagement also has temporal dimen-
sions. It emerges in the fl ow of time, building on 
past experiences and looking to possible futures. 
Within a complex framing such as this, the choice 
of feelings about individual subjects is a useful 
proxy for engagement because it is likely to 
include aspects of all three temporal dimensions 
(past, present, future), whether students and 
teachers are aware of the impact of these or not. 

 For the student, the identifi cation of a subject 
as ‘most enjoyed’ is likely to relate at least in part 
to their  personal  interests and preferences, under-
pinned by the goals and aspirations that motivate 
them, which are grounded in past learning experi-
ences and in all the other factors that impact on 
their general engagement trajectory across the 
years of school (Wylie & Hodgen,  2012  ) . Although 
the chapter has focused on overall frequency dif-
ferences between most and least enjoyed subjects, 
there is evidence that some students’ perceptions 
of specifi c affordances did not differ for the two 
classes they nominated. Selecting two of the more 
metacognitive statements, ‘I get time to think and 
talk about how I’m learning’, and ‘I like to refl ect 
on how I’ve learned something’, we cross-tabu-
lated students’ responses for each class. We found 
that the manner in which individuals responded in 
these two settings was signifi cantly more likely to 
be similar than different. Students who agreed that 
they got time for refl ecting on their learning in 
their most enjoyed class were also more likely to 
agree that this time was also available in their 
least enjoyed class. Those who selected the neu-
tral response for one class were also more likely to 
select it for the other, suggesting perhaps that they 
were not sure what these items were about. 
Interestingly, the pattern did not hold at the very 
strong level of response: students who totally 
agreed they got this time in their most enjoyed 
class were as likely to totally disagree about their 
least enjoyed class as to totally agree. The rela-
tionship between individual and contextual dimen-
sions of engagement in class is clearly complex 
and could well be the subject of a further level of 
analysis of the data set reported here. 

 Believing that learning that is worth the invest-
ment of effort and time doubtless acts as a con-
tinuing personal motivation, while also increasing 
the likelihood that opportunities offered by the 
teacher will be recognised as affordances for 
learning by the student and hence taken up. 
However, the clear student  and teacher  differ-
ences between most and least enjoyed subjects 
point to the strong infl uence teachers can exert on 
students’ personal preferences in the moment. As 
they focus and shape the learning possibilities 
offered, teachers infl uence cognitive engage-
ment. Interestingly, the  cognitive  quality of inter-
actions is the pedagogical dimension where the 
data show the strongest differences between most 
and least enjoyed subjects. Students do appear to 
be engaged by challenging learning that stretches 
them (see also Wylie & Hodgen,  2012  ) , espe-
cially when metacognitive dimensions such that 
learning-to-learn are also in the frame. Teachers 
can help students envisage  new  personal and col-
lective learning possibilities here. 

 Teachers also help enlarge personal percep-
tions of relevance when they support students to 
look beyond the personal to interpersonal differ-
ences in perspectives and outwards again to the 
world beyond school. Again the data show strong 
associations with engagement. Most enjoyed 
classes are participatory spaces where students 
interact safely and enjoyably with each other, and 
where learning is meaningfully linked to their 
life experiences and to issues that concern them. 
With competency development in view, the pur-
poses for learning that teachers ‘talk up’ need not 
be limited to near-horizon possibilities such as 
passing examinations but can extend to the sorts 
of young people students wish to become and 
the sorts of futures they could potentially help 
build for themselves and others (Bolstad et al., 
 2009  ) . This framing illustrates why some defi ne 
engagement as ‘ energy in action , the connec-
tion between person and activity’ (Russell et al., 
 2005 , p.3). 

 The Competent Learners research shows that 
teachers who are more successful at engaging stu-
dents appear able to make more realistic assess-
ments of the opportunities they offer and that 
students take up. They know their students better 
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and in general hold higher expectations of their 
achievement. One powerful implication from the 
fi ndings is that teachers need not simply accept 
students’ feelings about their class. They can take 
the lead in co-creating a learning environment 
that is more engaging and simultaneously more 
likely to build students’ competencies in powerful 
and useful ways. However, in order to do so, they 
may need to let go of some control of the learning 
action, affording more space for students to create 
links of personal relevance to them and in which 
they can exercise responsible choices about learn-
ing options and pathways. In one recent case 
study project, we found that making these types 
of pedagogical changes appeared to be easier for 
some teachers than for others (Bolstad et al., 
 2005  ) . Why is that? This question bears further 
investigation. There are implications for profes-
sional learning in relation to extending teachers’ 
pedagogical repertoire, but also in relation to 
challenging them to rethink their views of curric-
ulum and of purposes for learning. 

 This chapter has positioned key competencies 
as potential drivers of profound curriculum 
change, albeit with modest success so far in New 
Zealand. Doubtless other similar initiatives could 
achieve the same impetus by addressing the same 
pedagogical (and perhaps curriculum) differ-
ences between classes that students enjoy and 
those that they do not. This chapter is not an argu-
ment for foregrounding competency develop-
ment per se but for re-examining curriculum 
assumptions and pedagogical practices and ensur-
ing that any initiatives intended to strengthen stu-
dent engagement take the whole learning context 
into account. This must include adopting a more 
nuanced view of opportunities to learn and how 
these are impacted by the classroom environment 
and teacher’s actions.       
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  Abstract 

 The purpose of this chapter is to examine the ways in which assessment-
related instructional practices empirically and theoretically link to student 
motivation and engagement. We discuss these links in three sections. First, 
we briefl y look at the history of standardized testing in America’s schools, 
drawing connections between the use of testing in practice and student moti-
vation. Next, we look at research on classroom-based assessment practices to 
discuss how they connect to student motivation. We organize our discussion 
according to summative and formative distinctions, concluding that summa-
tive testing systems tend to connect with traditional motivation processes 
such as goals and effi cacy-related beliefs, whereas formative systems tend to 
connect with engagement-related processes such as self-regulated learning 
and self-determination. In the last section, we extrapolate from lessons 
learned in previous sections to hypothesize on the ways in which high-stakes 
testing practices may undermine student motivation and engagement.    

   Introduction    and Chapter Overview 

 The cornerstone of a teacher’s job is to assess and 
evaluate their students’ academic status and prog-
ress. Using a variety of tools and activities, teach-
ers are constantly collecting information about 

their students’ level of understanding so that they 
can adjust instruction accordingly. These assess-
ment-related tools and activities come in a variety 
of forms and serve many different purposes, but all 
feed the same goal of informing the teacher of stu-
dents’ academic progress so that they can construct 
meaningful daily lessons that target learners’ aca-
demic strengths and weakness (McMillan,  2001  ) . 

 The term  assessment  is used to describe any 
activity, tool, or interaction, planned or unplanned, 
that provides teachers with academic-related 
information about students. Assessments include 
formal, structured activities such as tests, 
 strategically designed small group activities or 
whole-class question-and-answer sessions, as 
well as informal, unstructured activities such as 
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impromptu discussions that emerge naturally and 
spontaneously throughout a school day (Stiggins 
& Conklin,  1992  ) . Structured and unstructured 
assessment activities are equally critical compo-
nents of effective teaching practice (Good & 
Brophy,  2008 ; Peterson & Walberg,  1979  ) . 

 Assessment-related activities pervade teach-
ing and learning, and yet there is a paucity of 
research examining the connection between these 
activities and students’ motivation or engage-
ment. One explanation rests with the fact that 
assessment contexts are diffi cult to operational-
ize and measure due to their inherent complexi-
ties. Brookhart  (  2004  )  put it this way,

  The reason the fi eld [classroom assessments] is a 
bit scattered at present is that classroom assess-
ment sits at intersections in both theory and prac-
tice and that the resulting array of relevant practical 
and theoretical material creates tensions for those 
who try to chart this territory (p. 429).  

Another challenge is that teachers vary widely 
in the ways in which they construct, implement, 
and utilize assessment-related devices in their 
classrooms, making it diffi cult to extract general-
izable data about how these activities connect 
with student motivation and engagement. Further, 
the nested nature of such data (students in class-
rooms, in schools) also makes it diffi cult to iso-
late cause-effect relationships among assessment 
and motivation variables (Miller & Murdock, 
 2007 ; Murdock & Miller,  2009  ) . 

 Another challenge in studying the connection 
between assessment and student motivation rests 
with evolving defi nitions of what student motiva-
tion is or entails. Throughout the past century, 
presumptions about the core mechanisms of 
motivated action have evolved. McCaslin and 
DiMarino-Linnen  (  2000  ) , for example, argued 
that earlier views were seemingly more complex 
and inclusive in that they tended to involve bio-
logically based variables (needs, motives) as they 
simultaneously interacted with achievement-
related dispositions (expectancy, values, goals) 
(Hull,  1943,   1952 ; McClelland,  1980,   1985  ) . 
Later, Atkinson’s achievement motivation theory 
(Atkinson,  1974,   1981a,   b  )  prompted a signifi -
cant shift in theorizing when he translated Hull’s 
biologically based variables of habit and drive 

into their cognitive representations that later 
became Expectancy X Value Theory (Feather, 
 1982 ; McClelland,  1985 ; Wigfi eld & Eccles, 
 1992  ) . Cognitive approaches dominate current 
theorizing about motivation. 

 The concept of student “engagement” emerged 
from the cognitive revolution in motivational the-
orizing. In our view, student “engagement” is a 
specifi c type of motivation that involves cognitive, 
affective, and self-regulatory processes (Corno & 
Mandinach,  2004 ; Elliot & Dweck,  2005  ) . In con-
trast to the term “motivation” that encompasses 
many different theories for explaining human 
behavior, engagement refers to a particular view 
of motivated action that presumes students’ active 
involvement in and appropriation of effort related 
to learning and achievement outcomes. 

   Chapter Goals and Structure 

 In spite of the challenges of isolating specifi c 
assessment-related practices (Brookhart,  2004  )  
and the evolving conceptions of motivation, there 
have been some meaningful efforts aimed at 
understanding their connections (Black & 
Wiliam,  1998,   2006 ; Brookhart,  1997 ; Crooks, 
 1988 ; Natriello,  1987  ) . Our goal is to try to bridge 
ideas gleaned from assessment and motivation/
engagement fi elds and to discuss tests (especially 
high-stakes tests) as  contexts of learning  and to 
trace the ways in which these contexts empiri-
cally and theoretically connect to student motiva-
tion and engagement. We begin with a discussion 
of low-stakes standardized tests in American 
education. Their rise in popularity and use in 
classroom contexts prompted a wave of research 
investigating their effects on teacher practice. 
Although direct links to student motivation are 
lacking, we extrapolate indirect links between 
standardized test scores and student motivation 
from the teacher expectation literature. 

 Next we turn to classroom-based (teacher-
made) assessment practices. In this chapter, 
“classroom-based tests” and “teacher-made tests” 
are used interchangeably to refer to those tests 
developed and administered by individual teach-
ers. We also refer to “classroom-based” or 
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“teacher-made” assessment  practices  as a way to 
discuss all of the activities subsumed within the 
development, administration, and evaluation of 
those tests. We organize this section of the chapter 
according to summative and formative distinc-
tions made in the measurement literature, drawing 
connections to student motivation and engage-
ment, respectively. Finally, we discuss high-stakes 
standardized testing. Drawing from lessons 
learned from studies with low-stakes standardized 
tests as well as with classroom-based assessments, 
we hypothesize on the effects of high-stakes test-
ing and student motivation and engagement. We 
conclude with recommendations for future 
research, practice, and policy implementation.   

   Assessment Contexts 

 An essential component of a teacher’s job is 
to  assess  (evaluate) the academic progress of 
their students through “structured” and “sponta-
neous” activities designed to inform instructional 
decision-making. Structured assessments include 
activities that are planned and purposeful such as 
pencil-and-paper teacher-made tests, standard-
ized tests, and performance-based activities, 
homework, and teacher-student question-and-
answer sessions (Crooks,  1988 ; Rodriguez,  2004 ; 
Stiggins & Conklin,  1992 ;). By contrast, “spon-
taneous” assessments emerge “from the naturally 
occurring classroom environment and lead the 
teacher to a judgment about an individual stu-
dent’s level of development” (Stiggins & Conklin, 
 1992 , p. 33). Thus, classrooms are naturally 
evolving assessment contexts in which teachers 
use planned and unplanned activities as data to 
inform their teaching. 

 Tests are a familiar form of structured assess-
ment activity that assume a variety of roles and 
purposes in the classroom (Black & Wiliam,  1998 ; 
Brookhart,  1997 ; Crooks,  1988  ) . Tests are either 
teacher-made or standardized and can be either 
high or low stakes. Teacher-made tests have varied 
formats (multiple choice, essay, short answer, per-
formance assessments), roles (graded, ungraded, 
quiz, unit test), and purposes (to diagnose student 
needs, clarify achievement expectations, motivate, 

and evaluate instructional effectiveness) and are 
used frequently by teachers to infl uence instruc-
tional decision-making (Crooks,  1988 ; Stiggins & 
Bridgeford,  1985 ; Stiggins & Conklin,  1992  ) . For 
most students, teacher-made tests are a low-stakes 
situation since passing/failing a single classroom 
test does not lead to life-altering consequences 
(i.e., students have multiple opportunities through-
out any given year to demonstrate profi ciencies). 
Standardized tests by contrast, can be either high 
or low stakes, are developed outside of the class-
room, are administered infrequently, and have 
 historically had a minimal infl uence on teacher 
practice (Stiggins & Bridgeford, 1992).  

   Standardized Tests and Testing 

 Standardized tests emerged in the late eighteenth 
century at the same time psychologists were 
becoming increasingly interested in developing 
scientifi c methods for measuring human qualities 
such as intelligence (Gamson,  2007 ; Sacks, 
 1999  ) . The widespread use of such tests, how-
ever, was not popularized until the construction 
of the “National Intelligence Test” spearheaded 
by Edward Thorndike, Lewis Terman, and Robert 
Yerkes in the early 1900s (Giordano,  2005  ) . 
Following several prototypes, this National Test 
included ten tasks (such as printed directions, 
comparison, picture completion, vocabulary) that 
were organized into a booklet “that could be 
applied to any child in the elementary school who 
could read well enough to participate in a group 
examination” (Whipple,  1921 , p. 17, as cited in 
Giordano,  2005 , p. 21). 

 Growing familiarity with these standardized 
tests ignited debates about how best to assess stu-
dents’ academic success in school settings. 
Proponents, skeptical of subjective teacher grad-
ing systems (Starch & Elliott,  1912 , as referenced 
in Giordano,  2005  ) , believed that standardized 
tests were the perfect way to elicit meaningful 
and reliable data about students. Opponents 
worried about test bias and their limited capacity 
to adequately account for student differences 
(e.g., race, income). These familiar worries about 
the appropriate  use  of standardized tests have 



460 S.L. Nichols and H.S. Dawson

persisted since their inception (Sacks,  1999  ) .In 
spite of ongoing debates regarding the fundamen-
tal purposes of schools (and therefore, use of 
tests, e.g., Cuban,  1988 ; Tyack & Cuban,  1997  ) , 
proponents of standardized tests were convinced 
of their necessity and role. Eminent psychologist 
and respected psychometrician E. L. Thorndike 
put it this way,

  Educational science and educational practice alike 
need more objective, more accurate and more con-
venient measures…Any progress toward measur-
ing how well a child can read with something of 
the objectivity, precision, commensurability, and 
convenience which characterize our measurement 
of how tall he is, how much he can lift with his 
back or squeeze with his hand, or how acute his 
vision is, would be of great help in grading, pro-
moting, testing the value of methods of teaching 
and in every other case where we need to know 
ourselves and to inform others how well an indi-
vidual or a class or a school population can read 
(Thorndike,  1923 , p. 1–2).  

Since Thorndike’s time, the form and function 
of standardized tests have expanded swiftly and 
have been used for many purposes over the years 
(Sacks,  1999  ) . Norm-referenced tests (e.g., IQ) 
gave us a way to rank students according to apti-
tude. Criterion-referenced tests provided measures 
of students’ progress against externally defi ned 
standards. Other standardized tests gave us a way to 
make predictions about students’ academic poten-
tial (e.g., SAT, GRE) (Giordano,  2005 ; Herman & 
Haertel,  2005 ; Moss,  2007 ; Sacks,  1999  ) . 

 Until the 1990s, performance on any one of 
these types of tests had relatively low stakes for 
students and essentially no stakes for teachers. 
Although some states and districts have a history 
of experimenting with high-stakes testing as a 
way to reform and improve schools, this practice 
was inconsistent and relatively inconsequential 
for large groups of students (Allington & McGill-
Franzen,  1992 ; Tyack,  1974  ) . This has changed 
radically over the past few decades as the rhetoric 
of public schools in “crisis” expanded (Berliner 
& Biddle,  1995 ; Glass,  2008 ; National 
Commission for Excellence in Education 
[NCEE],  1983  ) , culminating with the    No Child 
Left Behind Act (NCLB,  2002 ) that mandated 
the  use of high-stakes testing in all schools for 
all students. Consequential standardized testing 

systems pervade modern American classrooms 
(Herman & Haertel,  2005 ; Orfi eld & Kornhaber, 
 2001  ) , creating a particular type of assessment 
context that we will visit in the second half of this 
chapter. First, we explore some data indicating 
how low-stakes standardized tests may connect 
to student motivation. 

   Low-Stakes Standardized Tests: 
Student-Teacher Connections 

 Research in the teacher expectation tradition pro-
vides some initial clues about how teachers’ 
knowledge of their students’ standardized test 
scores may impact students’ motivation (e.g., 
Good,  1981 ; Good & Brophy,  1972 ; Kellaghan, 
Madaus, & Airasian,  1982  ) . In their seminal 
work,  Pygmalion in the Classroom , Rosenthal 
and Jacobson  (  1968  )  imposed ability-level expec-
tations on teachers by informing them that a spe-
cial test taken by their students at the beginning 
of the year revealed which students were about to 
“bloom” and which were not. At the end of the 
year, Rosenthal and Jacobson found that those 
randomly identifi ed as “bloomers” had higher 
grades than those not so identifi ed by the end of 
the school. From this data, they concluded that 
teachers’ initial impressions of student abilities 
somehow had created a self-fulfi lling prophecy 
effect—transforming perceived “bloomers” into 
actual ones by the end of the year. 

 Methodological inadequacies in this original 
study were addressed in subsequent observational 
studies in which teacher interactions with their 
students were measured after imposed (or natu-
ral) expectations were induced (or measured) 
(Good & Brophy,  1972,   1974 ; Good & Thompson, 
 1998  ) . A growing literature on expectation effects 
revealed that teachers treated students differen-
tially and according to their perceptions of stu-
dents’ ability. For example, teachers often gave 
their perceived high-ability students more time to 
think when they were asked a question, whereas 
perceived low-ability learners were given less 
time and were treated in ways in which the teacher 
attempted to “protect” their esteem on tasks (Good, 
 1981  ) . 



46122 Assessment as a Context for Student Engagement

 Importantly, we learned that students are 
aware of their teachers’ beliefs of them. One 
fourth grader put it this way,

  Like half the class is pretty smart and…the other 
half isn’t. And these people…that’s not smart, 
she’ll just let ‘em go, she won’t really care what 
they do. ‘Cause she knows they don’t care. And the 
rest of the people, she’ll just push and push, and 
says, We gotta have some survive, you know (as 
quoted in Weinstein,  2002 , p. 89).  

Not surprisingly, then, data seem to suggest that 
teachers’ expectations may relate to students’ 
self-esteem and motivation (e.g., Brophy,  1998 ; 
Meichenbaum & Smart,  1971 ; Weinstein,  2002  ) . 
However, the link of standardized test scores and 
student attitudes is fuzzy at best. Among all the 
sources of information teachers use to form 
impressions about their students, the role of tests 
in infl uencing teachers’ treatment of students may 
be minimal. Kellaghan et al.  (  1982 , p. 16) note,

  [standardized] Test information is of itself insuffi -
cient to overcome the effects of other factors such as 
the information teachers glean from assignments 
completed by students and from a knowledge of 
 students’ home backgrounds…test information is 
merely a part, and probably a relatively small part, of 
the pressure exerted on students by the educational 
environment. Even if expectancy processes operate 
in the classroom, test information is only one factor 
in the network that creates such expectancies, and 
any possible role it may have to play in affecting 
students has to be considered in this context.  

Thus, in spite of all we know about expecta-
tion effects and students (Brophy,  1998 ; Wein-
stein,  2002  ) , we know little about the  specifi c  role 
standardized testing data play in teachers’ inter-
actions with students and subsequently students’ 
motivation.   

   Classroom-Based Tests and Testing 

 Classroom-based (CB) or teacher-made (TM) 
tests are used to evaluate students’ academic 
understanding as it pertains to specifi c topics or 
units of instruction and can be either summative 
or formative in nature. Summative tests (measures 
 of  learning) are given at the end of units, the results 
of which inform teachers of students’ learning. 
Formative assessments (measures  for  learning) 

are given more frequently throughout a unit or 
topic, the results of which inform ongoing teach-
ing decisions and learner assessments. Both forms 
of classroom-based assessments are important 
sources of information to teachers, each with dis-
tinct purposes and with potential to infl uence stu-
dent motivation and engagement (Black & Wiliam, 
 1998,   2006 ; Brookhart,  2004 ; McInerney, Brown, 
& Liem,  2009  ) . 

   Summative Tests and Student 
Motivation 

 Summative tests are those given at the end of 
units or topic areas and are typically used to 
assign grades. They consist of test items designed 
to gauge how well students may (or may not) 
have mastered a given content area. We review 
data demonstrating that the use of these tests can 
infl uence student motivation in two primary 
ways: (a) test content infl uences students’ effort 
and value formation, and (b) grading/feedback 
systems infl uence students’ goal adoption.  

   Tests Inform Students What to Value 
 According to Expectancy X Value Theory, moti-
vation is the result of students’ perceptions of task 
outcome and value. Expectancies are typically 
defi ned as “individuals’ beliefs about how well 
they will do on upcoming tasks, either in the 
immediate or longer-term future” (Eccles & 
Wigfi eld,  2002 , p. 119), whereas value involves 
four types: attainment, intrinsic, utility, and cost 
(Eccles,  1983 ; Wigfi eld & Eccles,  1992,   2000, 
  2002  ) .  Attainment value  refers to the importance 
an individual places on the task, resulting in the 
individual adjusting self-beliefs accordingly. 
 Intrinsic value  refers to the amount of enjoyment 
the student acquires from the task.  Utility value  
refers to the perception of usefulness the task has 
to the student.  Cost  addresses the sacrifi ces the 
student must accept in order to engage in the task. 

 Studies have shown that the form and content 
of tests exerts a powerful infl uence on what is 
important to learn (i.e., informing students what 
to  value ). According to Rogers  (  1969 , as stated in 
Crooks,  1988 , p. 445),
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  Examinations tell them [students] our real aims, at 
least so they believe. If we stress clear understand-
ing and aim at a growing knowledge of physics, we 
may completely sabotage our teaching by a fi nal 
examination that asks for numbers to be put into 
memorized formulas. However loud our sermons, 
however intriguing the experiments, students will 
judge by that examination—and so will next year’s 
students who hear about it.  

Research also suggests that test content may 
infl uence students’ study habits and effort 
(Natriello & Dornbusch,  1984 ; Snyder,  1971  ) . 
For example, Snyder noticed that although class-
room curricula may emphasize meaning, depth, 
and problem solving, if the test emphasized rote 
memorization, then students, wanting to perform 
well on tests, would often disregard classroom 
activities focusing on problem-oriented learning 
and focus on rote memorization to optimize time, 
effort, and academic success on tests (see also 
Fredericksen,  1984  ) . 

 Tests are important mechanisms that convey to 
students not only  what  they should know but also 
 how  they should know it (Bloom,  1956 ; 
Krathwohl,  2002  ) . Research suggests, for exam-
ple, that students vary in their capacity to recog-
nize the level of processing demands made by a 
test as well as their ability to adapt to those 
demands. Miller and Parlett  (  1974  )  found that 
some students were highly adept “cue seekers”—
those who actively noticed the features of test 
questions and adapted their study habits accord-
ingly to maximize their test performance. By con-
trast, others were “cue conscious,” less active in 
seeking out test features but still relatively con-
scious about test-related cues that were handed to 
them (i.e., by the teacher). Others have shown 
that students who generally use “surface level” 
processing approaches (rote memorization) to 
tests have diffi culty adjusting when deeper-level 
processing is necessary (Martin & Ramsden, 
 1987  ) . But perhaps more worrisome are data that 
suggest students capable of deeper-level process-
ing switch to surface-level approaches when 
faced with surface-level learning environments 
(i.e., in classrooms that emphasize rote memori-
zation) (Crooks & Mahalski,  1986  ) . 

 Elsewhere, Entwistle and Kozeski  (  1985  )  
examined the question of how curriculum content 

and evaluation practices set forth through national 
policy prescriptions impact student study habits 
in two different countries: Britain and Hungary. 
At the time, Britain’s educational culture was 
steeped in a summative standardized testing sys-
tem that emphasized “correctness,” whereas 
Hungarian culture had prioritized creativity and 
higher-order processing in their schools. Using 
surveys to measure students’ study strategies with 
approximately 1,200 thirteen to seventeen-year 
olds in Hungary (n = 579) and Britain (n = 614), 
Entwistle and Kozeski found main effect differ-
ences in how students approached studying. 
Britain’s students were more apt to employ sur-
face-level strategies in learning (memorization) 
while Hungarian students were more likely to 
emphasize deeper learning strategies. Entwistle 
and Kozeski cautiously conclude that educational 
assessment environments may infl uence students’ 
approach to learning. 

 From this data, it seems as if tests’ inherent 
utility value as a doorway to academic advance-
ment and personal satisfaction (e.g., doing well 
leads to better grades, pleases the teacher) con-
nects to students’ effort and study strategies. 
Students seem to adapt their study strategies 
according to the nature and content of the test 
they face and want to pass. Of course, students do 
not respond in a monolithic way. Some students 
engage in adaptive, deep-processing study strate-
gies even if the test promotes memorization and 
rote learning (Crooks & Mahalski,  1986  ) . Still, 
testing content conveys important message to 
students about what the culture values, and many 
adjust their efforts accordingly.  

   Tests Infl uence Student Goals 
and Classroom Goal Structures 
 Achievement goal research has dominated much 
of the motivation literature in recent decades. 
Relying heavily on self-report measures, this lit-
erature has yielded some important constructs for 
understanding how students’ beliefs about them-
selves and the task at hand infl uence outcomes 
such as persistence and achievement (grades). 
Prior to discussing how goals intersect with tests, 
it seems useful to briefl y review some of the main 
fi ndings from this literature base. 
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   Goals 
 Students’ achievement goals are an integrated pat-
tern of beliefs, attributions, and affect that pro-
duces the intentions of behavior (Weiner,  1986 , 
see also Ames,  1992 ; Ames & Archer,  1988 ; Elliott 
& Dweck,  1988,   2005  ) . Achievement goals vary 
according to the context, or are context specifi c, 
and vary between individuals (Ames & Archer, 
 1988 ; Kaplan,  2004  ) . A mastery (learning) goal 
orientation for learning purports that the individu-
al’s purpose is to  develop  competence (Ames, 
 1992 ; Kaplan & Maehr,  2007  ) . Students with a 
mastery orientation are more invested in learning 
for learning’s sake, gaining a genuine understand-
ing of the material, and acquiring the skills neces-
sary to succeed at a given task (Kaplan & Maehr). 
Mastery-oriented students typically also have 
higher self-effi cacy, greater persistence for a task, 
prefer challenges, are more self-regulated, and 
have a greater sense of well-being (Ames,  1992 ; 
Elliot,  1999 ; Kaplan & Maehr,  2007 ; Kaplan, 
Middleton, Urdan, & Midgley,  2002  ) . Mastery 
goals also elicit greater effort, elaborative process-
ing strategies, and intrinsic motivation (Elliot). 

 While a mastery orientation for achievement 
describes the individual’s focus on  developing  
competence, the performance orientation 
describes the individual’s focus on  demonstrat-
ing  competence. Performance orientations toward 
academic achievement lend themselves to a more 
prominent focus on ability, the desire to achieve 
with little effort, and desire to avoid demonstrat-
ing lack of ability (Ames,  1992 ; Ames & Archer, 
 1988  ) . The individual with a performance orien-
tation is more concerned with appearing ade-
quate. This implies that a student with this 
orientation will succeed or fail based upon their 
desire to appear competent or avoid appearing 
incompetent in front of their peers or mentors. 
Performance-oriented students attribute their 
success and failure to their ability rather than to 
the amount of effort they invested and believe 
ability is fi xed, often referred to as an “entity” 
view of intelligence (Kaplan et al.,  2002  ) . 

 There has been research that shows that per-
formance goals are associated with positive out-
comes such as increased self-effi cacy (Elliot, 

 1999 ; Urdan,  1997  ) , and other research to show 
that performance goals are associated with less 
adaptive outcomes such as use of surface-level 
cognitive strategies, avoiding help seeking, and 
low knowledge retention (Kaplan & Maehr, 
 2007 ; Midgley, Kaplan, & Middleton,  2001  ) . The 
mixed fi ndings regarding the effects of perfor-
mance goals on outcomes contributed to the 
development of the approach-avoid distinction 
for performance goals (Elliot). 

 Performance-approach goals are often associ-
ated with positive and negative outcomes in the 
literature (Elliot,  1999 ; Midgley et al.  2001  ) , 
whereas performance-avoid goals are more 
clearly maladaptive in nature (Kaplan & Maehr, 
 2007  ) . Performance-approach goals have been 
associated with positive (persistence, positive 
affect, and grades, Elliot,  1999 ; Kaplan & Maehr, 
 2007  )  and negative (anxiety, disruptive behavior, 
and less knowledge retention, Kaplan & Maehr, 
 2007 ; Midgley et al.  2001  )  outcomes. By con-
trast, performance-avoidant goals are consis-
tently associated with negative outcomes 
including low effi cacy, anxiety, avoidance of help 
seeking, self-handicapping, and low grades and 
share similarities with the work-avoidant goals, 
although these two goal orientations stem from 
different cognitive-affective frameworks (Kaplan 
& Maehr). Performance-avoidant goals were the 
only type of goal orientation to inhibit motivation 
(Elliot & Harackiewicz,  1996  ) . There is evidence 
to support the notion that the performance-
avoidant goal orientation stems from a fear of 
failure rather than from the desire to manage 
impressions that others hold about the individual 
(Elliot & Church,  1997  ) .  

   Summative Feedback and Goals 
 Summative tests yield data that highlight perfor-
mance comparisons among students. After all, 
the whole point of a summative test is to high-
light what students know and/or do not know. 
The way in which teachers formulate their feed-
back on the basis of summative testing results 
can directly infl uence students’ goal adoption 
(Black & Wiliam,  1998  ) . In a study by Butler 
 (  1988  )  of 48 eleven-year-old Israeli students, 
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participants were given different types of feed-
back following a series of structured paired 
tasks. One-third of the group was given indi-
vidual comments and feedback, one-third given 
grades only as feedback, and one-third were 
given comments and grades combined. Results 
showed the “comments only” group did signifi -
cantly better than the “grades only” or “com-
ments plus” groups of students. Butler concludes 
that normative feedback can undermine motiva-
tion and that  informational  feedback enhances 
motivation and achievement. 

 Schunk’s  (  1996  )  work has revealed similar 
patterns. In one study, he randomly assigned 44 
nine to ten-year olds to one of four conditions. 
Half of the students were assigned to tasks where 
teachers emphasized performance goals and the 
other half into tasks where teachers emphasized 
learning goals. Then, within each of these condi-
tions, students were randomly assigned to one of 
two subsequent conditions: half were asked to be 
self-refl ective at the conclusion of the task, 
whereas the rest were only asked to fi ll out a 
questionnaire. Participants assigned to the per-
formance goal group with no self-evaluation 
scored lower in skills and effi cacy, while partici-
pants assigned to the mastery goal group with 
frequent evaluation scored higher on motivation 
and achievement outcomes. Feedback which 
“draws attention away from the task and towards 
self-esteem can have a negative effect on atti-
tudes and performance” (Black & Wiliam,  1998 , 
p. 13; see also Bangert-Drowns, Kulik, & Morgan, 
 1991  ) .  

   Competition and Cooperation 
 Tests and other tasks or classroom activities can 
also be viewed as competitive or cooperative 
events. In general, classroom activities, tasks, 
and/or feedback systems that promote competi-
tion tend to be associated with lower student 
achievement than classes that promote coopera-
tion (Johnson & Johnson,  1985,   1999  ) . Good and 
Brophy  (  2008  )  argued that if students become 
preoccupied with “winning” or “losing” the com-
petitive activity, they may lose sight of important 
instructional objectives and content. From the 
student’s perspective, performance then takes 

precedence over learning. Further, inherent in the 
practice of competition is the necessity for some-
one to lose. If the same students lose over and 
over despite their best efforts, they may come to 
see the world as unfair and are likely to give up 
when faced with challenging academic tasks, as 
they have learned that failure will be the outcome 
no matter how hard they try to succeed. 
Conversely, students who routinely win at com-
petitive tasks may lose interest in the instructional 
material and over time may put forth the minimal 
amount of effort required to outperform other 
students rather than maximizing effort in order to 
master the task or material. 

 Competition-oriented classrooms may pro-
mote the development of performance goals 
rather than mastery goals (Ames,  1984  ) . Similarly, 
competition and performance goals may decrease 
intrinsic motivation toward academic tasks 
because students rely on rewards from others to 
motivate them to complete tasks rather than com-
pleting tasks for the reward of building compe-
tence and skills (Henderlong & Lepper,  2002 ; 
Lepper, Corpus, & Iyengar,  2005  ) . Competition 
in the classroom also might distract students from 
learning: they become so focused on performing 
better than peers that they get distracted from 
learning or anxious about losing. In short, the 
quality and content of summative test feedback 
may promote students’ performance (or learn-
ing), goal orientation, and/or competitive (or col-
laborative) contexts which in turn may impede 
(or enhance) students’ motivation.  

   Classroom Goal Structures 
 In addition to individual teacher-student interac-
tion, teachers also communicate to the whole 
class, establishing rules and feedback systems 
that impact all students. Reciprocally, these 
events infl uence students’ interactions with one 
another, which in turn also infl uence teacher 
practice. 

 Classroom goal structures emerge throughout 
the many layers of the teaching process including 
the type of tasks assigned (diffi culty, variety), the 
nature of student evaluations (norm-based or crite-
rion-based), and the way teacher authority is com-
municated (e.g., Ames,  1992 ; Blumenfeld,  1992 ). 
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Classroom goals are often measured by aggregat-
ing individual students’ perceptions of the types 
of goals emphasized in their classes 1  and fall into 
the familiar categories of mastery- or perfor-
mance-based classroom goals. Tasks promote 
performance orientation when they prompt stu-
dents to compare their abilities with other stu-
dents. Similarly, evaluation systems (i.e., grades, 
achievement feedback) that stress social compari-
son in achievement are associated with perfor-
mance goal classroom structures (Ames,  1984 ; 
Johnson & Johnson,  1985  ) . And authority systems 
or classroom management techniques that restrict 
student autonomy and control are related to per-
formance-based goal structures. Studies also sug-
gest that classrooms with a performance goal 
structure are associated with higher levels of stu-
dent cheating when compared to classroom with a 
mastery structure (Anderman,  2007 ).   

   Formative Tests and Student 
Engagement 
 Student engagement is a type of motivation that 
involves cognitive and affective processes that 
unfold over time. This dynamic view of motiva-
tion is more consistent with formative approaches 
to assessment because they both conceptualize 
learning as a process instead of a product. To 
explore these connections, we focus on two 
approaches to the concept of student engagement: 
self-regulated learning and self-determination. 

   Self-Regulation 
 Growing attention to the concept of self-regulation 
emerged in the 1970s with the advent of process-
product research constructed to understand 
how teachers’ instructional practice and use of 
time correlated with student outcomes (Good, 
 1987 ; Peterson & Walberg,  1979  ) . During this 
period, observational research was fl ourishing, 
and researchers were beginning to understand the 
important connections between specifi c instruc-
tional activities and successful student engage-
ment and achievement (Berliner,  1979  ) . At the 
same time, researchers were focusing on teacher 
practice (Good & Brophy,  1972,   1974  )  and others 
were becoming more concerned with student 
motivation variables (e.g., Corno & Mandinach, 
 1983  ) . If there were “optimal” ways teachers 
might distribute their time during instruction, then 
researchers wanted to know what were the “opti-
mal” ways students might also be engaged in their 
own learning. 

 Corno and Mandinach  (  1983  )  described “self-
regulated learning” (SRL) as one of the “most 
sophisticated forms of engagement that students 
could display in school-related (academic) activi-
ties and events” (Corno & Mandinach,  2004 , 
p. 300). According to Corno and Mandinach 
 (  1983,   2004  ) , SRL involved not just effective 
cognitive processing skills (e.g., appropriate use 
of knowledge and critical thinking) but also con-
ative (willful or purposeful striving) and affective 
components. Since 1983, conceptions of student 
engagement have broadened over time, moving 
from a focus on the individual to a focus on social 
processes that support or impede engagement and 
self-regulated learning. Research has also grown 
more sophisticated to allow for the interacting 
infl uences of in- and out-of-school contexts while 
examining both short- and long-time impacts on 
academic engagement and outcomes (Boekaerts, 
Pintrich, & Zeidner,  2000 ; Corno & Mandinach, 
 1983,   2004 ; Csikszentmihalyi, Abuhamdeh, & 
Nakamura,  2005  ) . 

 Most models of self-regulation assume that 
optimization involves students’ active participa-
tion in and commitment to the learning activity. 
Boekaerts and Corno  (  2005  )  note,

   1  Studies of classroom goal structures have been heavily 
critiqued on methodological and theoretical grounds. 
For example, Miller and Murdock  (  2007  )  cautioned that 
aggregating students’ perceptions undermined the validity 
of any classroom-based measure. Similarly, they argued 
that personal goals and classroom goal structures should 
not be viewed as orthogonal contributors to individual stu-
dent effort. Using linear modeling techniques, they argued 
that when entered at level 2 instead of level 1, the effects 
of the classroom mastery goal structure are much smaller, 
suggesting that these are mediated by their effects on 
 students’ personal goals. Loosely translated, this suggests 
that a mastery goal orientation may be a product of both 
personality and classroom structures (Murdock & Miller, 
 2009  ) .  
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  All theorists assume that students who self-regulate 
their learning are engaged actively and construc-
tively in a process of meaning generation and that 
they adapt their thoughts, feelings, and actions as 
needed to affect their learning and motivation. 
Similarly, models assume that biological, develop-
mental, contextual, and individual difference con-
straints may all interfere with or support efforts at 
regulation (p. 201).  

In spite of these common assumptions, differ-
ent theoretical models emphasize different com-
ponents. For example, Corno  (  2001  )  considers 
the role of volition (or will), Winne  (  1995  )  empha-
sizes the cognitive aspects of self-regulation, and 
McCaslin  (  2009  )  looks at sociocultural processes. 
Others are beginning to advocate a view of 
engagement as an inherently developmental pro-
cess related to identity that unfolds and emerges 
over time, through academic-related interactions 
in the classroom (Kaplan & Flum,  2009  ) . Common 
to all of these approaches to self-regulation is the 
notion of student will, volition, or “buy-in.”  

   Self-Determination 
 Another form of student engagement comes from 
self-determination theory (Deci & Ryan,  1995  ) . A 
distinguishing characteristic of self-determination 
theory (SDT) is the extent to which an individual 
is acting of their own volition or whether their 
intent is being controlled to some extent (Deci, 
Vallerand, Pelletier, & Ryan,  1991  ) . The individ-
ual acting “wholly volitionally” is self-deter-
mined, meaning the person perceives the locus of 
causality to be internal. The individual acting 
without volition perceives the locus of causality 
to be external to them. These differences are sig-
nifi cant and possess different components of reg-
ulation; that is, the self-determined individual 
possesses a regulatory process of choice, while 
the controlled individual possesses a regulatory 
process that is compliant (Deci et al.,  1991  ) . 

 SDT incorporates needs-based aspects of 
human life in its framework. There are three 
innate psychological needs each human pos-
sesses, according to the theory (Deci et al.,  1991  ) . 
They are the  need for competence , the  need for 
relatedness , and the  need for autonomy  or  self-
determination . Competence is an individual’s 
need for attainment of various outcomes and effi -
cacy for doing so; relatedness is an individual’s 

need for secure and satisfying connections with 
others; and autonomy is the ability to regulate 
one’s own actions and behaviors (Deci et al.). 
Needs are central to human behavior, and, there-
fore, opportunities to satisfy these needs contrib-
ute to the likelihood to be motivated.  

   Formative Assessment Links 
to Engagement Processes 
 Formative assessment practices are ideally suited 
for enhancing (or impeding) engagement-related 
processes. Whereas summative tests are one-time 
experiences that provide specifi c data about stu-
dent performance, formative assessments are 
given over time and are used to inform the learn-
ing and teaching  process . Importantly, summa-
tive tests are designed and controlled by the 
teacher, whereas formative assessments require 
active participation of students. According to 
Black and Wiliam  (  1998 , p. 11),

  The core of the activity of formative assessment 
lies in the sequence of two actions. The fi rst is the 
perception by the learner of a gap between a 
desired goal and his or her present state (of knowl-
edge, and/or understanding, and/or skills). The 
second is the action taken by the learner to close 
that gap in order to attain the desired goal.  

Teachers and students play equally important 
roles in actualizing this sequence of events. 
According to Black and Wiliam  (  1998  ) , for the 
fi rst event to occur,

  The prime responsibility for generating the infor-
mation may lie with the student in self-assessment, 
or with another person, notably the teacher, who 
discerns and interprets the gap and communicates a 
message about it to the student. Whatever the pro-
cedures by which the assessment message is gener-
ated, in relation to action taken by the learner it 
would be a mistake to regard the student as the pas-
sive recipient of a call to action. There are complex 
links between the way the message is received, the 
way in which that perception motivates a selection 
amongst different courses of action, and the learn-
ing activity which may or may not follow.  

Formative assessment practices, therefore, 
become a venue through which engagement-
related beliefs and actions emerge and are 
sustained. 

 Studies suggest that formative assessment 
approaches, which inherently emphasize engage-
ment-related processes such as self-refl ection 
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and self-determination, are more effective than 
summative assessment practices in promoting 
persistence and academic achievement. For exam-
ple, Frederiksen and White  (  1997  )  compared 
achievement outcomes among middle school sci-
ence students, half of whom were exposed to self-
refl ective assessment activities and half who were 
not. Their results demonstrate that students who 
participate in self-refl ective assessment practices 
understand curriculum better than those not 
prompted to self-refl ect. Similarly, formative 
assessment practices provide students with greater 
opportunities to demonstrate autonomy and choice 
through feedback processes that are more infor-
mational than controlling, thus enhancing engage-
ment-related action and beliefs (Deci & Ryan, 
 1995 ; Grolnick & Ryan,  1987  ) . In general, efforts 
made to draw students’ attention to their own 
learning progress through activities such as self-
refl ection and self-evaluation enhance learning 
and achievement outcomes (Black & Wiliam, 
 1998 ; Thomas,  1993  ) .    

   The Popularization of High-Stakes 
Standardized Tests 

 High-stakes standardized testing has increasingly 
assumed a more dominant role in American class-
rooms (Giordano,  2005 ; Herman & Haertel,  2005 ; 
Stiggins,  2001  ) . Part of its rise in popularity has 
been due to rapid advances in technology (allow-
ing for easier distribution and scoring) and psy-
chometric techniques. But another infl uence has 
been political—attaching stakes to standardized 
test performance (i.e., high-stakes testing) has 
become a convenient policy position for the advo-
cacy of evaluating, monitoring, and judging the 
perceived inadequacies of a public school system 
(Berliner & Biddle,  1995 ; Cuban,  1988 ; Good, 
 1996 ; Herman & Haertel,  2005 ; McDonnell, 
 2005 ; NCEE,  1983 ; Tyack & Cuban,  1997 ). The 
passage of NCLB in 2002 mandated use of high-
stakes testing as a way to hold teachers, students, 
and schools accountable for learning. 

 Since the passage of the No Child Left Behind 
Act (NCLB), students are immersed in testing 
and test-related activities at unprecedented levels. 
Prior to NCLB, data suggested that standardized 

tests took up little time and had only minimal 
impact on teachers and students (Sacks,  1999  ) . 
The advent of high-stakes testing accountability, 
however, has radically changed this educational 
landscape such that teachers rely more heavily on 
standardized test results than ever before and in 
ways that are largely detrimental to instructional 
practice (Herman & Haertel,  2005 ; Nichols & 
Berliner,  2007  ) . 

 The theory of action undergirding the practice 
of high-stakes testing is that when faced with 
large incentives and threatening punishments, 
teachers will be more effective, students will be 
more motivated, and parents will become more 
involved (e.g., Amrein & Berliner,  2002 ; 
McDonnell,  2005 ; Raymond & Hanushek,  2003  ) . 
In short, it is believed that the pressure of doing 
well on a test will spur everyone into action, thus 
improving American public schools signifi cantly 
(Peterson & West,  2003 ; Phelps,  2005  ) . Yet, 
7 years after NCLB was enacted, there is no con-
vincing evidence that student learning has 
increased in any signifi cant way (e.g., Nichols, 
 2007  ) . By contrast, there is a wealth of documen-
tation that this carrot-and-stick approach to school 
reform has resulted in educationally deleterious 
side effects (e.g., Jones & Egley,  2004 ; Jones, 
Jones, & Hargrove,  2003 ; Orfi eld & Kornhaber, 
 2001 ; Pedulla et al.,  2003 ; Valenzuela,  2005  ) . 
These side effects and the pursuant collateral 
damage to student motivation and engagement 
are the focus of the next section in the chapter. 

   High-Stakes Tests and Student 
Motivation: Some Correlational Data 

 Students and teachers are immersed in high-
stakes tests. Data reveal that in addition to taking 
standardized tests, teachers spend large amounts 
of time preparing students for tests (Nichols & 
Berliner,  2007  ) . For example, survey research 
found that 80% of elementary teachers in North 
Carolina reported that they spent more than 20% 
of their total teaching time practicing for high-
stakes tests (Jones et al.,  1999  ) . This is about the 
equivalent of 36 days of test preparation. Further, 
the survey found that 28% of those teachers 
reported spending more than 60% of their time 
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practicing for the state’s tests—amounting to 
over 100 of the typical 180 days of instruction 
spent in various forms of test preparation. 

 In spite of the overwhelming amount of time 
teachers and students spend engaged with high-
stakes standardized tests, there is shockingly lit-
tle data on the impact it has (or may have) on 
student motivation. One exception is a set of cor-
relation studies from the early 1990s. Paris, 
Turner, and Lawton  (  1990 , as cited in Paris, 
Lawton, Turner, & Roth,  1991  )  surveyed nearly 
1,000 students in states then practicing high-
stakes testing (Florida, Michigan, California, and 
Arizona) at the time. This cross-sectional corre-
lational analysis of students’ views of tests 
revealed a pattern in which younger students 
viewed these standardized tests as useful and 
valid representations of what they know. By con-
trast, older students demonstrated “disillusion-
ment” in their perceptions in that they felt tests 
were not valuable or valid and that the growing 
preoccupation with tests seemed to undermine 
their views of their teachers. 

 A decade later, Paris and colleagues followed 
up with another set of longitudinal analyses of 
students’ perceptions of the value of high-stakes 
testing (e.g., Paris, Roth, & Turner,  2000 ; Wong 
& Paris,  2000  )  as well as the effect of tests on 
teachers and schools (Paris & Urdan,  2000  ) . Both 
cross-sectional and longitudinal survey data 
revealed that students generally view high-stakes 
tests negatively and that there are developmental 
differences between sixth and eighth graders in 
their views. Specifi cally, older students tend to 
hold more negative views of tests and testing, 
and report increasing cynicism about achieve-
ment tests and increasing worries about teachers 
devaluing them as a result of their test perfor-
mance (Paris et al.,  2000  ) . By contrast, fi fth grad-
ers held more positive views of testing (saw tests 
as more valuable and useful and felt more posi-
tively about them) than their eighth-grade peers. 

 At issue, then, is what explains these develop-
mental trends, and there are two probable explana-
tions. On the one hand, a rich literature already 
informs us that students’ motivation generally 
declines as they move from elementary into mid-
dle and high school (e.g., Eccles & Midgley,  1989 ; 
Wigfi eld & Guthrie,  1997 ; Wigfi eld & Wagner, 

 2005  ) . Further, there is a wealth of data to show 
that students’ sense of self-competency also 
declines over time (Anderman & Maehr,  1994 ; 
Eccles et al.,  1989 ; Wigfi eld, Eccles, MacIver, 
Reuman, & Midgley,  1991 ; Wigfi eld & Wagner, 
 2005  ) . Thus, growing “disillusionment” with tests 
could simply be a by-product of a naturally occur-
ring developmental trend whereby students gener-
ally grow disenchanted with school. On the other 
hand, it could be that there is an accumulation 
effect brought upon by excessive test-taking expe-
riences. Data suggest that when it comes to test-
related pressures, there emerges a “cumulative, 
negative impact on students that can be summa-
rized in three general trends: growing disillusion-
ment about tests, decreasing motivation to give 
genuine effort, and increasing use of inappropriate 
[test-taking] strategies” (Paris et al.,  1991 , p. 14).  

   High-Stakes Tests: Exaggerated 
Emphasis of Tests 

 Survey and anecdotal data suggest that as the 
pressure to perform well on the test rises, teachers 
and administrators increasingly emphasize its 
importance to students (Abrams, Pedulla, & 
Madaus,  2003  ) . One way this has emerged is in 
the surge in test-day pep rallies. For example, in 
one NY school, the principal holds pep rallies 
every spring where students come together and 
sing “inspiring” songs such as “I’ve been working 
on my writing,” and “I’m a believer” (Toy,  2006  ) . 
Elsewhere in Texas, school walls are adorned 
with “inspirational” guidance to students to “Beat 
the TAKS” (Texas Assessment of Knowledge and 
Skills) and students meet every spring for a rally 
complete with a full dinner and cheerleaders lead-
ing everyone in chants such as “let’s beat the 
TAKS” and “Use our skills!” (Foster,  2006  as 
reported in Nichols & Berliner,  2007  ) . The advent 
of high-stakes testing has infl uenced schools to 
rally students in ways that exaggerate the impor-
tance of the test in students’ lives. 

 High-stakes tests become overexaggerated 
when they change what is taught in schools. Data 
reveal that high-stakes testing systems are 
increasingly narrowing the curriculum; content 
that will appear on the test is emphasized while 
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content that is not tested is eliminated from the 
curriculum. We know, for example, that the arts 
(music and art) as well as physical education are 
being cut at high rates (Nichols & Berliner,  2007 ; 
Vasquez Heilig, Cole, & Aguilar,  2010  ) . One 
study revealed that 71% of districts surveyed had 
reduced instructional time in at least one other 
subject to make more time for reading and math-
ematics, the subjects tested under NCLB (Center 
on Education Policy [CEP],  2006  ) . In some dis-
tricts, struggling students received double peri-
ods of reading, math, or both. Data suggested that 
the narrowed curriculum disproportionately 
impacted poor and minority students. According 
to the CEP report, 97% of high-poverty districts 
(where more than 75% of students are eligible for 
free or reduced price lunch) compared with 
55–59% of lower-poverty districts had policies 
that restricted curriculum offerings (CEP,  2006  ) . 

 Teachers have confi rmed this trend (Taylor, 
Shepard, Kinner, & Rosenthal,  2003  ) . One 
teacher from Colorado noted, “I eliminated a lot 
of my social studies and science. I eliminated 
Colorado History. What else? Electricity. Most of 
that because it’s more stressed that the kids know 
the reading and the math, so, it was pretty much 
said, you know, you do what you gotta do.” 
Another teacher reiterated the point, “[I] elimi-
nated curriculum such as novels I would teach, 
we didn’t have time to go to the library, we didn’t 
have time to use the computer labs because they 
had to cut something. [I] Cut things I thought we 
could live without. [I] Cut presentations, anything 
that takes very much time, I cut fi lm. We have 
been cutting like crazy.” 

 It is unclear how the overexaggeration of tests 
conveyed by test pep rallies, curriculum narrow-
ing, and other forms of instructional manipula-
tion in the current high-stakes testing climate 
impacts student motivation. But anecdotal data 
from students reveals something ominous. In 
Texas, for example, where the stakes are rela-
tively high compared to most other states 
(Nichols, Glass, & Berliner,  2006  ) , students are 
jaded. One high school junior notes the following 
(San Antonio Express-News,  2007  ) :

  In Texas, many public school districts have found 
raising their standardized testing averages to be the 
No. 1 goal of classroom curriculum. Consequently, 

school is no longer a forum where students can 
 discuss the effects of alcohol, or the best method to 
achieve a life fi lled with value and pleasure, or the 
simple antics of their daily life. Instead, learning 
institutions have become places where multiple-
choice tests, quadratic equations, and the size of a 
cell are deemed as signifi cant pieces of knowledge 
which students are required to know in order to 
survive.  

Or, as another student stated,

  I know what it’s like to be tested over and over and 
over and over again from the time you’re in third 
grade until you’re a junior in high school. I know 
what it’s like having to go over multiple-choice 
questions for two weeks straight right before 
TAKS. I know how incredibly boring it is to sit in 
a classroom with 29 other people and wait for the 
rest of the school to fi nish the test.   

 Elsewhere, nefarious retention practices were 
revealed when administrators described practices 
that seemingly pushed low-achieving students 
out of school (Vasquez Heilig & Darling-
Hammond,  2008  ) :

  I think that the kids are being forced out of school. 
I had a kid who came here from [school name] and 
said, “Miss, I if I come here, could I ever take the 
[exit exam]?” and I said, “What do you mean? If 
you come here, you must take the [exam].” And he 
said, “Well, every time I think I’m going to take 
the test, they either say, ‘You don’t have to come to 
school tomorrow or you don’t have to [take the 
test]’…we’re told different things.” (p. 99)  

Students understand not only how important 
the test is but also how valuable they are (or are 
not) to the school simply on the basis of how they 
score on the test. These implicit and explicit mes-
sages about tests and student value have potential 
to seriously erode students’ motivation over time 
(Nichols & Berliner,  2007 ; Perlstein,  2007  ) .  

   The Dropout Crisis 

 There is perhaps no greater evidence of lowered 
motivation for school than when a student drops 
out of school. Tragically, data suggest that the 
pressures associated with high-stakes testing are 
related to students’ decisions to leave school. 
Perhaps the most revealing trend on the impact of 
high-stakes testing and poor, minority youth 
emerges in dropout/graduation rate data. Data are 
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relatively clear that when students have to pass a 
test to receive a diploma, poor and minority stu-
dents are at greater risk of dropping out of school 
all together (e.g., Orfi eld,  2004 ; Orfi eld, Losen, 
Wald, & Swanson,  2004 ; Warren, Jenkins, & 
Kulick,  2006  ) . Graduation rate data demonstrate a 
similar trend where poor students and those who 
are African-American, Latino/a, ELL, and/or who 
have disabilities graduate at a much lower rate than 
their white, more advantaged peers (Gayler, 
Chudowsky, Hamilton, Kober & Yeager,  2004  ) . 
This connection demonstrates that for certain 
groups of students, testing pressures not only 
diminish their motivation but undermine it com-
pletely. Thus, for many students, but especially for 
poor minority students, the repeated failures on a 
test that might be their last obstacle to obtaining a 
high school diploma may directly undermine their 
motivation to stay in school and to keep trying. 

 There is also growing data on troubling prac-
tices emerging in high-stakes testing contexts 
which indirectly impact poor, minority students’ 
motivation. For example, Vasquez Heilig and 
Darling-Hammond  (  2008  )  found that a dispro-
portionate number of ninth-grade minority stu-
dents were held back in order to avoid their test 
participation during an accountability year. One 
student shared her perspective, “I have a friend 
that was in ninth grade for 2 years, and she was 
19 or 20 years old. She did not pass algebra, and 
the school told her that if she didn’t improve her 
grades, they were going to drop her since she was 
older. So she…dropped out of school” (p. 98). 
Haney’s research in Florida revealed that 
increases in students’ test performance were not 
the result of learning gains, but the result of 
manipulation. He found that, “Florida started 
fl unking more students—including dispropor-
tionately high numbers of minority students—
and requiring them to repeat grade three” (Haney, 
 2008 , p. 94). Over and over, evidence suggests 
that in response to high-stakes testing pressures, 
efforts are made to game the system (retain/fl unk 
low-scoring students, manipulate data, lower per-
formance standards) with these effects dispropor-
tionately impacting poor, minority students (see 
also Darling-Hammond,  2007 ; Madaus, Russell 
& Higgins,  2009 ; Nichols & Berliner,  2007 ; 
Ryan,  2004 ; Valenzuela,  2005  ) . 

 These effects also impact high-achieving stu-
dents. McNeil, Coppola, Radigan, and Vasquez 
Heilig  (  2008  )  found that African-American honor 
students noticed signifi cant shifts in the curriculum 
and in the ways in which their teachers interacted 
with them relating to the test. One student shared,

  Instead of teaching us the real life things that we 
are going to need for college and stuff, they started 
zeroing in just on that test. So it makes everybody 
nervous, and it threw everybody off. So, like, our 
curriculum is thrown off, ‘cause what they origi-
nally were teaching us in the subjects, all of the 
sudden they switched, and then they were just 
zeroing into this test (McNeil et al.,  2008 , p. 28).  

Another African-American honors senior 
added this, “Some teachers are so scared and 
don’t know what to expect on the test, that they 
zero in on that test and it bugs us just hearing 
about this test” (p. 29). Students of all achieve-
ment levels notice how their teachers respond to 
the test. It seems that for these students, who oth-
erwise are extremely motivated, teachers’ preoc-
cupation with tests present missed opportunities 
for authentic learning experiences. 

 High-stakes testing pressures are also con-
nected with lowered graduation rates (another 
indicator of dropout trends). Jacob  (  2001  )  for 
example, looked at dropout data as well as 
twelfth-grade achievement data in reading and 
math as reported on the National Educational 
Longitudinal Survey (NELS) in states with and 
without high school graduation exams. After 
accounting for prior achievement and other back-
ground characteristics (e.g., SES, ethnicity), 
Jacob found no signifi cant differences in stu-
dents’ achievement between states with manda-
tory testing and those without. However, students, 
especially lower-ability students, were more 
likely to drop out when faced with mandatory 
graduation exams than students in states without 
such an exam. Marchant and Paulson  (  2005  )  
looked at the effect of high school graduation 
exams on state-level graduation rates, aggregated 
SAT scores, and individual student SAT scores. 
By comparing graduation rates and SAT scores in 
states with a graduation exam against states with-
out a graduation exam, they also found that states 
with graduation exams had lower graduation rates 
and lower aggregate SAT scores. These fi ndings 
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have been replicated in other studies (e.g., Nichols 
et al.,  2006 ; Orfi eld et al.,  2004  ) , with the caution 
that the data are correlational and the measures of 
graduation vary (Mishel & Roy,  2006  ) . 

 High-stakes standardized testing practices now 
pervade American classrooms. The resultant pres-
sure on teachers and students to pass the test “or 
else” has yielded noticeable shifts in teacher prac-
tice that theoretically may erode student motiva-
tion and engagement. For example, the exaggerated 
importance of this test in students’ lives draws 
attention not only to how students perform but 
also to how they perform in relation to their peers. 
Feedback systems that encourage performance 
comparisons are associated with maladaptive 
motivational orientations. Further, the summa-
tive nature of high-stakes testing precludes forma-
tive assessment relationships between teachers 
and students. The pressure to perform on a single 
test undermines teachers’ capacities to encourage 
and promote engagement-related processes such 
as self-refl ection and self-direction.   

   Conclusion 

 In this chapter, we have attempted to draw links 
between assessment-related practices and student 
motivation and engagement. The complexity of 
the terrain in both the assessment and motivational 
literature makes it exceedingly diffi cult to emerge 
with meaningful conclusions. Still, there have 
been some data to provide us with a glimpse of the 
ways in which teachers’ use of tests may coincide 
with and/or infl uence students’ motivation. 

 We organized our review by test type, focus-
ing fi rst on what we have learned about the role 
and use of standardized tests in American class-
rooms. Although the literature on low-stakes 
standardized testing systems in America is vast 
(Sacks,  1999  ) , the most pertinent data for our 
topic comes from how standardized test scores 
infl uence teachers expectation effects (Good & 
Brophy,  1974  ) . A rich literature on teacher expec-
tations informs us that norm-referenced standard-
ized aptitude tests may infl uence how teachers 
treat students, subsequently infl uencing student 
motivation. Importantly, these links are loosely 
understood at best and, therefore, cannot make 

any substantive references to standardized test 
practices and student motivation. 

 Next, we reviewed some of what we know 
about how classroom-based assessment practices 
(teacher-made tests, summative and formative 
uses) might connect with motivation and engage-
ment. Test content and feedback systems associ-
ated with summative testing practices have strong 
associations with effort and student and class-
room-level goal orientations/structure. Classroom 
goal structures and feedback systems that empha-
size performance comparisons are largely detri-
mental to student motivation, whereas emphasis 
on learning goals enhances motivation and 
achievement. 

 We also reviewed formative assessment prac-
tices and discussed their links with student 
engagement. We view engagement in terms of 
self-regulation and self-determination theories, 
both of which presume students’ active involve-
ment in and refl ection on their own learning. In 
contrast to summative assessment, formative 
assessment practices are well suited for enhanc-
ing students’ engagement-related behaviors. 
Using tests as feedback systems from which stu-
dents can learn to identify their own strengths 
and weaknesses, as well as their own learning-
related successes and failures, is ideal for pro-
moting student ownership, responsibility, and, 
ultimately, student achievement. Lastly, we 
reviewed some of the classroom conditions asso-
ciated with high-stakes standardized testing prac-
tices. We discussed data showing how high-stakes 
testing is changing educational practice and the 
ways in which these changes impact student 
motivation—largely for the worse. 

   Implications 

 High-stakes testing systems have created a very 
specifi c type of learning context. One worry 
about their effects on student motivation has to 
do with the onslaught of messages regarding abil-
ity. Students who repeatedly fail or struggle are 
cast as problem students and treated differently. 
Ironically, educators worried 100 years ago about 
the cumulative effect of repeated test failures. In 
1913, Dougherty  (  1913  )  cautioned teachers 
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“when a child fails continually on test after test if 
he is conscious of his own failure, as he must 
sometimes be in spite of the examiner’s efforts to 
encourage him, it is not wise to proceed until he 
merely fails from habit” (p. 339). Thus, educators 
have long worried about the cumulative effects of 
chronic failure on summative tests. 

 We believe the pervasive use of high-stakes 
standardized testing in American schools 
(Giordano,  2005  )  is deleterious to student motiva-
tion and engagement. When students are told over 
and over that learning is only as good as their test 
scores (Boohrer-Jennings,  2005 ; Jones et al., 
 1999,   2003 ; Nichols & Berliner,  2007 ; Perlstein, 
 2007  ) , it seems likely that their beliefs about the 
value of learning become compromised. When 
students learn for extrinsic reasons, their motiva-
tion is likely to diminish (Deci, Koestner, & Ryan, 
 1999 ; Deci, Ryan, & Koestner,  2001  ) . And the 
costs manifest in a multitude of ways. Struggling 
students might become less equipped to handle 
failure and frustration. Talented students might 
become bored and therefore fail to notice oppor-
tunities that might otherwise provide new ways of 
learning (Carver & Scheier,  2005  ) . Similarly, 
high-achieving students, noticing teachers’ preoc-
cupations with tests, may lose motivation to per-
sist. After all, if it is only about tests and testing 
(and if tests are easy for me), then why try?  

   Needed Research for Practice 
and Policy 

 We need more research to understand how assess-
ment-related instructional practice relates to stu-
dent motivation (Stiggins,  2001  ) . But we especially 
need data on how high-stakes testing systems 
infl uence teachers and in turn, how that infl uence 
impacts students. Our review of extant data casts a 
looming shadow over the use of high-stakes test-
ing and its largely deleterious infl uence on student 
motivation. However, more research is needed to 
more clearly identify the particular assessment-
related practices that enhance or impede students’ 
developing motivation and engagement. For 
example, what role does test-related pressure play 
in the types of motivation-related messages teach-

ers communicate to students? How do students 
interpret these messages? Is there a relationship 
between the magnitude of the pressure and the 
type of feedback teachers provide to students? 
In what ways do teacher-student relationships 
change as a function of test-related pressure? 

 We also need to better understand the effect of 
the testing culture on student achievement, 
including literacy, deeper-level cognition and 
reasoning, strategy use, or complex problem 
solving. Research is beginning to look at these 
questions, but there has been little empirical work 
to connect these important skills to policy devel-
opment and implementation. As the United States 
and other countries grapple with ways to reform 
education, and as tests increasingly grow in pop-
ularity, it seems more imperative than ever for 
researchers to examine the potential motivational 
and learning costs associated with the continu-
ance of high-stakes testing systems.       
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  Abstract 

 A highly regarded motivation researcher, Kathryn Wentzel, shared her 
perspectives in a commentary on the chapters in Part III. Wentzel explored 
questions relating to student competence including its defi nition, relation 
to engagement, and the role of support from important contexts (home, 
school, peers, and community) in fostering competence and engagement. 
The chapter concludes with directions for future research.    

 The social contexts and interactions that defi ne 
children’s lives can have a profound effect on 
their ability and willingness to engage in the aca-
demic life of schools. As illustrated clearly and 
convincingly in the chapters in this section of the 
 Handbook on Engagement , interpersonal rela-
tionships, family and peer group dynamics, 
instruction-based social interactions, and indica-
tors of competence all determine to some extent 
how and why students strive to achieve academic 
success. Beyond this recognition that learning is 
embedded in social contexts, however, how might 
a social-ecological approach help scholars and 
educators better understand children’s engage-
ment at school? One strategy is to bring to the 
forefront the notion that educational and intellec-
tual endeavors are inherently social in nature 
and in doing so, consider more explicitly how 

and why advances in learning and cognitive 
development might refl ect aspects of social 
competence. 

 In support of this approach are traditional 
developmental perspectives that recognize the 
interdependent relations of cognitive and social 
functioning in descriptions of intellectual devel-
opment (e.g., Piaget,  1983 ; Vygotsky,  1978  ) . 
More recently, scholars also have argued con-
vincingly that the ability to excel at tasks 
designed to assess cognitive abilities is highly 
dependent on broad-level social infl uences that 
refl ect cultural belief systems and practices (e.g., 
Greenfi eld,  1997  ) , as well as intra-individual dif-
ferences in social and emotional skills and self-
regulation (e.g., Durlak, Weissberg, Dymnicki, 
Taylor, & Schellinger,  2011  ) . If scholars adopt 
this ecological perspective, however, questions 
arise as to what it means to be a socially compe-
tent student, how social competence supports 
various forms of intellectual engagement, and 
how competence development can be supported 
across multiple contexts of home, school, peer 
group, and community. 

    K.   Wentzel   (*)
     Department of Human Development and Quantitative 
Methodology ,  University of Maryland ,   College Park , 
 MD ,  USA       
e-mail:  wentzel@umd.edu   
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 In this commentary, I focus on three central 
issues that refl ect these questions. The fi rst con-
cerns the notion that social competencies contrib-
ute to successful academic and learning-related 
outcomes. Implicit in this notion are fundamen-
tal questions concerning how to defi ne social 
competence and understand it within the context 
of schooling. Second, issues surrounding the 
socially-valued goals and objectives that are rele-
vant for understanding school adjustment are con-
sidered. Indeed, if social competence is an integral 
part of school success, how do we identify and 
examine the socially-valued goals that we would 
like students to achieve? Finally, processes of 
infl uence and theoretical issues related to social 
contexts and schooling are discussed. If socio-
cultural contexts are important for students’ 
school-based competencies, how and why might 
this be so? I close with some general conclusions 
and provocations for future research in this area. 

   Defi ning    Social Competence at School 

 In the social developmental literature, social 
competence has been described from a variety of 
perspectives ranging from the development of 
individual skills to more general adaptation 
within a particular setting. In these discussions, 
social competence frequently is associated with 
person-level outcomes such as effective behav-
ioral repertoires, social problem-solving skills, 
positive beliefs about the self, achievement of 
social goals, and positive interpersonal relation-
ships (see Rose-Krasnor,  1997  ) . In addition, 
however, central to many defi nitions of social 
competence is the notion that social contexts play 
an integral role in providing opportunities for the 
development of these outcomes as well as in 
defi ning the appropriate parameters of children’s 
social accomplishments (e.g., Bronfenbrenner, 
 1989  ) . In this view, social competence refl ects a 
more systemic phenomenon in which a balance is 
achieved between the accomplishment of posi-
tive outcomes for the individual and context-spe-
cifi c effectiveness. 

 Support for defi ning social competence as 
person-environment fi t can be found in the work 

of several theorists (e.g., Bronfenbrenner,  1989 ; 
Eccles & Midgley,  1989 ; Ford,  1992  ) . Bronfen-
brenner  (  1989  )  argued that competence is a prod-
uct of personal attributes such as goals, values, 
self-regulatory skills, and cognitive abilities, and 
of ways in which these attributes contribute to 
meeting situational requirements and demands. 
Bronfenbrenner further suggested that compe-
tence is facilitated by contextual supports that 
provide opportunities for the growth and devel-
opment of these personal attributes, including 
communications concerning what is expected by 
the social group. Ford expanded on this notion by 
specifying dimensions of social competence that 
are framed within a model in which personal and 
context-specifi c goals are coordinated to address 
the needs of the individual as well as those of the 
social group. 

 The application of these ecologically-based 
models of social competence to the realm of 
schooling results in a multi-faceted description of 
children who are engaged in the social and aca-
demic life of their school. First, competent students 
are engaged in achieving goals that are personally 
valued as well as those that are valued by others. 
Second, the goals they pursue result in social 
 integration as well as in positive developmental 
outcomes for the student. Socially-integrative out-
comes are those which promote the smooth func-
tioning of social groups at school (e.g., cooperative 
behavior) and are refl ected most proximally in 
social acceptance and socially interdependent 
actions; student-related outcomes refl ect healthy 
development of the self (e.g., perceived social 
competence, feelings of self-determination) and 
feelings of emotional well-being (Bronfenbrenner, 
 1989 ; Ford,  1992  ) . 

 The systemic nature of this approach high-
lights the fact that a student’s school-based com-
petencies are a product of social reciprocity 
between themselves, their teachers and their 
classmates. Just as students must behave in ways 
that meet the expectations of others, so must 
teachers and peers provide support for the 
achievement of a student’s multiple goals. In this 
regard, the authors in this section refl ect on the 
potential threats to children’s social, emotional, 
and intellectual engagement when a balance 
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between the goals and needs of the student and 
those valued by others is not achieved. This can 
occur at the level of a students’ broader cultural 
background and community (Bempechat & 
Shernoff,  2012  ) , within the peer group (Juvonen, 
Espinoza, & Knifsend,  2012  ) , or when teachers 
and students do not achieve common purpose 
(Assor,  2012 ; Hipkins,  2012  ) . 

 From this work, it is clear that a central tenet 
of an ecological approach to understanding stu-
dent engagement is that achieving a balanced 
“fi t” between the needs of the individual and 
those of the broader educational environment 
requires a focused consideration of the goals that 
children expect and are expected to achieve when 
they are at school. Assuming that socially compe-
tent students and responsive social systems con-
tribute in meaningful ways to academic learning 
and achievement, an essential task is to identify 
the goals for education that we hold for students 
and consider their contribution to effective and 
sustainable engagement. This issue is discussed 
in the following section.  

   Social Goals and Objectives 
for Education 

 Surprisingly, research on educational goals is 
sparse. On the one hand, public schools were ini-
tially developed with an explicit function of edu-
cating children to become healthy, moral, and 
economically productive citizens; social out-
comes in the form of moral character, conformity 
to social rules and norms, cooperation, and posi-
tive styles of social interaction have been pro-
moted consistently by policy makers as goals for 
students to achieve (see Wentzel,  1991 , for a 
review). On the other hand, researchers rarely 
have asked parents and teachers about their spe-
cifi c goals for students, although teachers often 
describe their “ideal” students with regard to out-
comes in social (e.g., sharing, helping, and fol-
lowing rules), motivational (e.g., persistence, 
being intrinsically interested), and performance 
(e.g., earning high grades) domains (Wentzel, 
 2003  ) . Similarly, the social and academic class-
room goals that students themselves wish to 

achieve and would like their classmates to achieve 
are not well-documented (cf., Dowson & 
McInerney,  2003  ) . 

 Given this lack of empirical work on educa-
tional goals, several issues are especially relevant 
for future research on engagement. With respect 
to adults, perhaps the most important task for 
understanding the socio-cultural contexts of 
learning is to come to terms with the fundamental 
questions central to the education of children: As 
parents and educators, what are our educational 
goals for our children? As Nichols and Dawson 
 (  2012  )  suggest, do we want to teach simply to the 
test or nurture our children in ways that will help 
them become productive and healthy adults and 
citizens? By the same token, what are the goals 
that children bring with them to school and how 
can we accommodate these goals in educational 
settings? Do they strive to excel academically, to 
satisfy their curiosities, to establish relationships 
with others, or simply to feel safe? Finally, how 
can we support children’s willingness to engage 
in academic pursuits and create learning environ-
ments in which all of these outcomes can be 
achieved? 

 In addressing the latter question, Raftery, 
Grolnick, and Flamm  (  2012  )  suggest that paren-
tal practices refl ecting involvement, autonomy 
support, and structure can be instrumental in 
building a strong foundation for meeting stu-
dents’ goals that support engagement. Hipkins 
 (  2012  )  also highlights the importance of identify-
ing curricular goals that afford students the 
opportunity to relate learning to their personal 
lives and interests. Assor  (  2012  )  discusses simi-
lar classroom practices that support the internal-
ization of personal goals while also providing 
opportunities for students to achieve more funda-
mental needs for relatedness, competence, and 
autonomy. Practices that promote effective goal 
pursuit, that are common across socialization 
contexts as well as unique to particular settings, 
clearly deserve systematic exploration and fur-
ther clarifi cation. 

 In addition, the role of peers in helping stu-
dents defi ne social competence for themselves 
and each other should not be ignored when trying 
to address these questions. As Juvonen et al.  (  2012  )  
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illustrate, a consideration of self-enhancing as 
well as socially-integrative outcomes as dual com-
ponents of social competence is especially impor-
tant because the achievement of personal goals 
and social acceptance are not always compatible. 
Indeed, the process of achieving optimal levels of 
engagement will always include negotiations, 
compromise, and coordination of the multiple and 
often confl icting goals of teachers, peers, students 
themselves, and their parents. It is imperative that 
we identify ways to help students coordinate these 
often antagonistic goals to achieve a healthy bal-
ance of multiple objectives. 

 Finally, just as we need to specify further the 
socially valued goals we would like students to 
achieve, it is important that defi nitions of engage-
ment also refl ect these socially-derived outcomes 
more explicitly. For example, behavioral engage-
ment is routinely defi ned as behavior specifi c to 
learning tasks such as effort and persistence 
(Fredricks, Blumenfeld, & Paris,  2004 ; Skinner, 
Kindermann, Connell, & Wellborn,  2009  ) . In 
contrast, Pianta, Hamre, and Allen  (  2012  )  offer a 
more systemic approach, defi ning behavioral 
engagement as a process, embedded in relation-
ships and social interactions (see also Hipkins, 
 2012  ) . This more inclusive approach to behav-
ioral engagement is especially valuable given 
that being successful at school requires children 
to perform a range of social as well as academic 
competencies. 

 In fact, displays of prosocial (e.g., helping and 
sharing) and socially responsible (e.g., following 
rules) behavior are essential for developing posi-
tive relationships with teachers and peers, and 
have been associated positively and consistently 
to a range of academically-related outcomes, 
including motivation and academic performance 
(see Wentzel,  1999,   2005,   2009  for reviews). 
Similarly, establishing and maintaining healthy 
relationships with teachers and peers has been 
related positively to a range of academic out-
comes, including motivation and engagement 
(Wentzel,  1999,   2005,   2009  ) . Therefore, if efforts 
to develop and maintain interpersonal relation-
ships and to display positive forms of social 
behavior are important for understanding school 
success, defi ning desirable forms of engagement 

to include more behavioral and process-oriented 
activities can only enhance our understanding of 
school-based competence.  

   Processes of Infl uence 

 In addition to issues concerning the nature of 
social competence and what it is that we would 
like students to engage in at school, the authors in 
this section remind us that it also is necessary to 
understand how and why social and contextual 
supports can facilitate active engagement. In this 
regard, many authors refl ect on the ongoing social 
interactions that children have with parents, 
teachers, and peers, with a specifi c focus on the 
opportunities and resources that these relation-
ships provide to support or hinder academic 
engagement (see chapters by Raftery et al.; 
Juvonen et al.; & Pianta et al.). These discus-
sions, however, also highlight the need for more 
precise understanding of the nature of interper-
sonal relationships and the mechanisms whereby 
the supports they provide have infl uence on stu-
dents’ engagement at school. More specifi cally, 
they call into question what it is that we mean 
when we refer to a relationship, and what it is 
about a relationship that promotes positive 
engagement in children. 

   Defi ning Interpersonal Relationships 

 Relationships are typically defi ned as enduring 
connections between two individuals, uniquely 
characterized by degrees of continuity, shared 
history, and interdependent interactions across 
settings and activities (Collins & Repinski,  1994 ; 
Hinde,   1997    ). Defi nitions also are frequently 
extended to include the qualities of a relation-
ship, as evidenced by levels of trust, intimacy, 
and sharing; the presence of positive affect, close-
ness, and affective tone; and the content and qual-
ity of communication (Collins & Repinski,  1994 ; 
Laible & Thompson,  2007  ) . Along each of these 
dimensions, relationships can evoke positive as 
well as negative experiences (see also, Juvonen 
et al.,  2012  ) . 
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 In addition, relationships are often thought of 
in terms of their infl uence and what they provide 
the individual. From a developmental perspec-
tive, relationships are believed to be experienced 
through the lens of mental representations devel-
oped over time and with respect to specifi c expe-
riences (Bowlby,  1969 ; Laible & Thompson, 
 2007  ) . Early representations of relationships with 
caregivers are believed to provide the foundation 
for developing relationships outside the family 
context, with the quality of parent-child relation-
ships (i.e., levels of warmth and security) often 
predicting the quality of peer and teacher rela-
tionships in early and middle childhood (see 
Wentzel & Looney,  2007  ) . Mental representa-
tions that associate relationships with a personal 
sense of power and agency, predictability and 
safety, useful resources, and reciprocity are 
believed to be optimal for the internalization of 
social infl uence (see Kuczynski & Parkin,  2007 ; 
Raftery et al.,  2012  ) . Researchers also have 
focused on the additional benefi ts of relation-
ships, such as emotional well-being, a sense of 
cohesion and connectedness, instrumental help, 
knowledge of what is expected, and a sense of 
identity for promoting positive developmental 
outcomes (Bukowski & Hoza,  1989  ) . 

 Of relevance for the current discussion is that 
research on students’ relationships with others 
rarely captures the conceptually rich nature of 
these defi nitions or the developmental implica-
tions of their infl uence. Expanding models and 
assessment strategies to include these multiple 
aspects of interpersonal relationships would 
undoubtedly enhance our understanding of how 
they support engagement at school. A description 
and discussion of illustrative models follows in 
the next section.  

   Elaborating on Models of Infl uence 

 Similar to socialization perspectives, the models 
used to guide research on the infl uence of interper-
sonal relationships on engagement described in 
this section propose causal pathways by which the 
affective quality of relationships (e.g., those that 
are emotionally close and secure), have infl uence 

primarily by promoting a positive sense of self 
and emotional well-being, and motivation to 
engage with the environment (see chapters by 
Bempechat & Shernoff; Juvonen et al.; Lam, 
Wong, Yang, & Liu,  2012 ). 

 An additional strategy has been to consider 
relationships as serving a broader range of func-
tions that contribute to students’ competence at 
school (see chapters by Pianta et al.; Raftery 
et al.; see also, Wentzel,  2004,   2005 ; Wentzel, 
Russell, Garza, & Merchant,  2011  ) . Although the 
affective tone of interpersonal interactions is a 
central focus of these models, additional dimen-
sions of relationships that refl ect levels of pre-
dictability and structure, instrumental resources, 
and concern with a student’s emotional and phys-
ical well-being also are considered. In line with 
ecological perspectives on competence develop-
ment, Wentzel’s model  (  2004 ) described how 
teacher-student and peer interactions along these 
dimensions can promote student motivation and 
academic performance. The utility of this model 
for guiding work on engagement lies in a differ-
entiated defi nition of social support and a more 
complete picture of how perceived supports 
might infl uence academic engagement and learn-
ing in the classroom. 

 As depicted in Fig.  23.1 , Wentzel’s model pre-
dicts that multiple social supports promote posi-
tive engagement in the social and academic life 
of the classroom in part, by infl uencing the psy-
chological and emotional functioning of students. 
Specifi cally, Wentzel suggested that students will 
come to value and subsequently pursue academic 
and social goals valued by teachers and peers 
when they perceive their interactions and rela-
tionships with them as providing clear direction 
concerning goals that should be achieved; as 
facilitating the achievement of their goals by pro-
viding help, advice, and instruction; as being safe 
and responsive to their goal strivings; and as 
being emotionally supportive and nurturing. 
These dimensions refl ect essential components of 
social support discussed in this volume, in that: 
(1) information is provided concerning what is 
expected and valued in the classroom (Bempechat 
& Shernoff; Nichols & Dawson; Raftery et al.); 
(2) attempts to achieve these valued outcomes are 
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met with help and instruction (Assor; Bempechat 
& Shernoff; Pianta et al.; Raftery et al.); (3) 
attempts to achieve outcomes can be made in a 
safe, non-threatening environment (Juvonen 
et al.); and (4) individuals are made to feel like a 
valued member of the group (Bempechat & 
Shernoff; Juvonen et al.; Pianta et al.).  

 As a set of interacting processes, these dimen-
sions create a climate within which specifi c 
instructional practices and academic content are 
delivered. Moreover, the degree to which these 
practices and content result in tangible learning 
outcomes depends on the quality of the relation-
ship climate (see Darling & Steinberg,  1993  ) . In 
other words, the affective quality of these educa-
tional climates will determine the effectiveness 
of other contextual supports such as communica-
tion of expectations and instrumental help in pro-
moting engagement. With regard to classrooms, 
therefore, engagement in socially-valued activi-
ties, including academic pursuits, will be more 
likely to occur if students believe that others care 
about them and want them to engage (e.g., 
Wentzel, Baker, & Russell,  2012 ; Wentzel, 
Russell, Garza, & Merchant,  2012  ) . 

 The model shown in Fig.  23.1  suggests that 
these various aspects of social support can pro-
mote classroom engagement indirectly by having 
an impact on students’ beliefs about themselves. 
Several belief systems are likely to be critical in 
this regard, including self-perceptions of academic 
effi cacy (Bandura,  1986  ) , perceived control and 
autonomy (e.g., Ryan & Deci,  2000  ) , and affect 
associated with academic pursuits (e.g., negative 

arousal or anxiety or a positive sense of well-
being) (Meece, Wigfi eld, & Eccles,  1990 ; Pekrun, 
 2009  ) . Each of these self-perceptions are central 
to theories of motivation and engagement and are 
consistent predictors of student goals, values, 
interests, and positive forms of classroom behav-
ior (see, Wentzel & Wigfi eld,  2009 ). 

 Finally, this model predicts that social sup-
ports and self-perceptions are related to academic 
outcomes by way of classroom engagement in 
social and academic outcomes that are central to 
the learning process. These outcomes can take 
many forms, including the active pursuit of 
socially valued goals such as to behave appropri-
ately and to learn, effort and persistence at aca-
demic tasks, displays of appropriate classroom 
behavior, and focused attention on learning and 
understanding subject matter (e.g., Wentzel, 
 1994,   1997,   1998,   2002  ) . Students’ pursuit of 
academic and social goals that are personally as 
well as socially valued should then serve as a 
mediator between opportunities afforded by posi-
tive interactions with teachers and peers, and 
their academic and social accomplishments. 

 Wentzel’s model provides an example of a 
more complex set of processes that link process 
model of interpersonal relationships to engage-
ment that can move the fi eld forward. In addi-
tion, however, greater focus on broader-level 
context supports also is needed. For example, 
within the context of schools, structural features 
such as school and class size, teacher:student 
ratios, and funding can infl uence the amount and 
quality of social and instructional resources and 

Relationship Provisions

• Emotional support
• Help
• Safety
• Expectations & values

Engagement Competent
Outcomes

Self-Processes

• Efficacy
• Attributions/Control beliefs
• Affect

  Fig. 23.1    A Model of Social Supports and Classroom Competence       
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opportunities available to students. Similarly, 
additional research on classroom reward struc-
tures (Nichols & Dawson,  2012 ; Slavin,  2012  ) , 
organizational culture and climate (Roeser, Urdan, 
& Stephens,  2009  ) , and person-environment fi t 
(Bempechat & Shernoff,  2012 ; Eccles & Midgley, 
 1989  )  also might inform our understanding of 
how the social institutions and contexts within 
which learning takes place can motivate children 
to engage in learning activities and positive forms 
of social interaction. 

 Finally, work that clearly delineates the pro-
cesses and mechanisms whereby contexts and 
relationships can be improved warrants careful 
attention. To illustrate, work in the area of peer 
relationships has provided evidence that teach-
ers’ beliefs and behaviors, classroom organiza-
tion, and school-wide structure, composition, and 
climate affects students’ choice of friends, their 
general propensity to make friends, and levels of 
peer acceptance and friendship networks in class-
rooms (Juvonen et al.,  2012 ; Pianta et al.,  2012 ; 
see also, Wentzel, Baker, & Russell,  2009  ) . 
Similar work on teacher-student relationships has 
been less frequent although professional devel-
opment efforts to improve teachers’ classroom 
management strategies (Evertson & Weinstein, 
 2006  ) , disciplinary strategies (Developmental 
Studies Center), and interpersonal interactions 
and relationships with students (Pianta,  2006 ; 
Pianta et al.,  2012  )  have shown promise. Finally, 
in this volume, chapters by Bempechat and 
Shernoff ( 2012 ), Raftery et al.  2012 , highlight 
ways in which families and schools can build 
stronger and more interdependent connections. 
These are excellent examples of work that is chal-
lenging but necessary to move the fi eld forward.   

   Final Provocations for the Field 

 The nested quality of socio-cultural contexts 
described by the authors in this section provides 
interesting and provocative challenges for future 
research. Many of these challenges have already 
been noted, However, several remaining issues 
deserve comment. First, as noted by many of the 
authors in this volume, models of school-based 

engagement and competence also need to account 
for a diversity of student backgrounds and experi-
ences (e.g., chapters by Bempechat & Shernoff; 
Raftery et al.). Indeed, much of what we know 
about these processes comes from studies of 
White, middle-class children. In addition to 
the research described herein, other researchers 
have found that supportive relationships with 
teachers might benefi t minority students and girls 
in achieving positive behavioral and academic 
outcomes to a greater extent than Caucasian stu-
dents and boys (e.g., Crosnoe & Needham,  2004  ) . 
Studies of adolescent peer groups have docu-
mented that some African-American youth might 
face disproportionate levels of confl ict between 
parental and peer values, with the potential to have 
a negative impact on academic achievement 
(Steinberg, Brown, & Dornbusch,  1996  ) . Hispanic 
adolescents are more likely than their non-Hispanic 
peers to be highly connected to parents and family 
members, with levels of family interdependence 
and closeness being related positively to healthy 
academic and social functioning (e.g., Phinney, 
Kim-Jo, Osorio, & Vilhjalmsdottir,  2005  ) . 

 Along these lines, the moderating effects of 
broader contextual factors requires further study. 
For instance, in response to fi ndings reported by 
the NICHD Child Care Study, researchers have 
argued that when childcare variables are assessed 
in more diverse samples that include a broader 
range of SES and ethnicity, different results are 
obtained (e.g., Sagi, Koren-Karie, Gini, Ziv, & 
Joels,  2002  ) . Researchers of older children also 
have found that race moderates relations between 
dropping out of school and features of their 
schools and families, such that the SES of fami-
lies and schools predicts dropping out for White 
and Hispanic adolescents but not for African-
American students (Rumberger,  1995  ) . Some 
studies also have demonstrated differential 
teacher treatment of students as a function of stu-
dent gender, race (Irvine,  1986  ) , and behavioral 
styles (Chang,  2003  ) , with these differences 
sometimes attributed in part, to teachers’ own race 
and gender (Saft & Pianta,  2001  ) . Expanding 
research to incorporate the experiences of all 
 students would provide valuable information 
about the generalizability of extant theories and 
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empirical fi ndings, and provide practitioners with 
needed guidance for working with diverse popu-
lations of students. 

 In addition to studying ways in which fami-
lies, communities, and cultures can support stu-
dent engagement, additional research on ways in 
which schools can have effects on children by 
way of their positive impact on the economic and 
political life of communities also is warranted 
(e.g., Sederberg,  1987 ; Reynolds,  1995  ) . School-
to-work and service learning programs provide 
excellent examples of school-based resources 
that have the potential to provide positive benefi ts 
to communities and families by engaging adults 
and children in activities outside of the class-
room. The notion that community and family 
effects might mediate the impact of schools on 
children is intriguing, but rarely studied in sys-
tematic fashion. Therefore, a necessary next step 
is the development of conceptual models that 
consider ways in which children and the various 
social systems in which they develop, including 
home, peer groups, communities, and schools, 
interact to support the development of school-
related competence. How the coordination of 
these systems changes as children develop and 
ways in which they jointly contribute to chil-
dren’s developing school-related goals should be 
a primary target of researchers’ efforts. 

 Finally, identifying ways in which social con-
texts promote the development of social and aca-
demic competencies at school requires systematic 
experimental research over time. However, exper-
imental studies designed to examine processes 
that support social competence development in 
schools are rare. Moreover, most school reform 
efforts focus on improving achievement test 
scores and other academic outcomes (e.g., No 
Child Left Behind Act of 2001), without consider-
ation of the social and psychological consequences 
of these efforts. Given the strong inter-relations 
among school success, qualities of relationships 
with teachers and peers, classroom climate, and 
school cultures, it seems essential that reform ini-
tiatives involving experimentation in schools and 
evaluation of student progress incorporate assess-
ments of processes and outcomes informed by a 
broader socio-cultural perspective. 

 In closing, the authors of chapters in this sec-
tion are to be applauded for their extremely rich 
and insightful work on socio-cultural contexts 
and student engagement. The goal of this com-
mentary has been to provide some additional 
thoughts and insights into the nature of school-
related competence and how it might be sup-
ported by students’ experiences within broader 
socio-cultural contexts, including relationships 
with their parents, teachers and peers, social 
aspects of learning structures, and the value and 
belief systems that defi ne school cultures and the 
communities they live in. In conjunction with the 
other chapters in this volume, my hope is to pro-
vide a strong foundation to explore further the 
role of social experiences and contexts in sup-
porting the social and intellectual accomplish-
ments of all children.      
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 The Relationship Between 
Engagement and High School 
Dropout*       

     Russell   W.   Rumberger          and    Susan   Rotermund              

  Abstract 

 This chapter fi rst reviews some prominent models of dropping out and the 
role that individual factors, including engagement, and contextual factors 
play in the process. It then reviews empirical research related to those fac-
tors, with a focus on engagement-related factors. Scholars have proposed 
a number of models to explain the process of dropping out of school. While 
there is a fair amount of overlap in the models, they differ with respect to 
the specifi c factors that are thought to exert the most infl uence on dropping 
out and the specifi c process that leads to that outcome. The review of con-
ceptual models of the empirical research literature leads to several conclu-
sions about why students drop out. First, no single factor can completely 
account for a student’s decision to continue in school until graduation. Just 
as students themselves report a variety of reasons for quitting school, the 
research literature also identifi es a number of salient factors that appear to 
infl uence the decision. Second, the decision to drop out is not simply a 
result of what happens in school. Clearly, students’ behavior and perfor-
mance in school infl uence their decision to stay or leave. But students’ 
activities and behaviors outside of school—particularly engaging in devi-
ant and criminal behavior—also infl uence their likelihood of remaining in 
school. Third, dropping out is more of a process than an event.    
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 The problem of high school dropouts in the United 
States has been characterized as a national crisis 
and a “silent epidemic” (Bridgeland, DiIulio, & 
Morison,  2006  ) . According to  Education Week , 
the nation’s leading education periodical, 1.3 mil-
lion students from the high school class of 2010 
will fail to earn a high school diploma (Education 
Week,  2010  ) . This means that the nation’s schools 
are losing almost 7,200 students each school day. 
Moreover, the problem is getting worse. Nobel 
laureate economist James Heckman examined the 
various sources of data used to calculate dropout 

 *Much of the material for this chapter comes from a book 
by the fi rst author,  Dropping Out: Why Students Quit School 
and What Can Be Done About It  (Cambridge, MA: 
Harvard University Press, 2011). We would like to thank 
the editors, Sandra Christenson and Cathy Wylie, for their 
helpful feedback on an earlier version of this paper. 



492 R.W. Rumberger and S. Rotermund

and gradation rates and, after correcting for errors 
in previous calculations, concluded that the high 
school graduation rate in the USA is currently 
77%, lower than it was 40 years ago (Heckman & 
LaFontaine,  2010  ) . 

 Dropping out of school has consequences for 
both dropouts and the larger society. Dropouts 
face bleak economic futures. They are the least 
educated workers in the labor market and thus 
have the poorest job prospects compared to more 
educated workers. This means they are less 
likely to fi nd jobs and when they do fi nd jobs, 
the jobs generally pay the lowest wages. For 
example, in 2008, the median annual earnings of 
high school dropouts were 28% less than the 
earnings of high school graduates (Snyder & 
Dillow,  2010 , Table 385). Over their working 
lives, the US Census Bureau estimates that drop-
outs will earn about $200,000 less than high 
school graduates (Day & Newburger,  2002 , 
Figure 3). Dropouts are more likely to engage in 
crime and, consequently, are more likely to be 
arrested and incarcerated (Pettit & Western, 
 2004  ) . They also have poorer health and, as a 
result, have shorter life spans than persons with 
more education (Currie,  2009  ) . 

 The negative impacts from dropping out not 
only affect dropouts themselves. They also impact 
the larger society. The fact that dropouts have 
lower employment and earnings means they 
make smaller contributions to their local and state 
economies as well as the national economy. It 
also means they pay fewer taxes. At the same 
time, they are more likely to require public assis-
tance in the form of unemployment benefi ts, wel-
fare, and public health care. Dropouts generate 
further social costs because of their increased 
criminal activity. These costs are not simply 
related to the additional costs from law enforce-
ment and incarceration, but also the costs borne 
by the victims of crime in the form of property 
damage, hospitalization, and loss of life. One 
recent study estimated that each new high school 
graduate would generate more than $200,000 in 
government savings, and that cutting in half the 
dropout rate from a single cohort of dropouts 

would generate more than $45 billion in savings 
for the economy (Belfi eld & Levin,  2007  ) . 

 Understanding why students drop out of 
school is the key to designing effective interven-
tions to help solve this critical and costly prob-
lem. Yet identifying the causes of dropping out is 
extremely diffi cult. Like other forms of educa-
tional achievement, such as test scores and grades, 
dropping out of school is likely infl uenced by an 
array of factors, some immediately preceding 
departure from high school and others occurring 
years earlier in middle and even elementary 
school. These factors may be related to the char-
acteristics and experiences of the students them-
selves as well as the characteristics and features 
of their environment—their families, their 
schools, and the communities where they live. 

 To understand why students drop out, it is 
most useful to consider dropping out as a process 
that culminates in students quitting or fi nishing 
high school (Rumberger,  2011  ) . Research ers 
have developed a number of models to explain 
the process of dropping out and the underlying 
factors that contribute to it. In fact, some scholars 
have also characterized dropping out as “symp-
tom” in recognition of the role and importance of 
these underlying factors:

  Dropping out of high school is overrated as a  prob-
lem  in its own right—it is far more appropriately 
viewed as the end result or  symptom  of other prob-
lems which have their origin much earlier in life 
(Bachman, Green, & Wirtanen,  1971 , P. 169).   

 Researchers have also developed models to 
explain some of the factors that fi gure promi-
nently into the process of dropping out. One of the 
most prominent factors found in many of these 
models is student engagement. Finally, research-
ers have examined the role of context or settings 
in shaping various aspects of adolescent develop-
ment, including engagement and dropping out. 

 This chapter fi rst reviews some prominent 
models of dropping out and the role that individ-
ual factors, including engagement, and contex-
tual factors play in the process. It then reviews 
empirical research related to those factors, with a 
focus on engagement-related factors. 
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   Conceptual    Models of Dropout 
and Engagement 

   Models of Dropping Out 

 Scholars have proposed a number of models to 
explain the process of dropping out of school. 
Some models focus specifi cally on dropping out 
while others attempt to explain student outcomes 
in general, with dropping out representing simply 
one. Most of the models focus on an individual 
perspective and identify a number of general 
types of factors: prior school experiences, par-
ticularly academic performance (grades, test 
scores, etc.); behaviors, including academic (e.g., 
doing homework), cognitive (exerting effort 
toward academic ends), social (getting along with 
teachers and classmates); and psychological con-
ditions, such as self-esteem and identifi cation 
with school. While there is a fair amount of over-
lap in the models, they differ with respect to the 
specifi c factors (italicized in the discussion 
below) that are thought to exert the most infl u-
ence on dropping out and the specifi c process that 
leads to that outcome. In some cases, the models 
are developed from a review of the literature, but 
not tested empirically; in other cases, the models 
are derived from a specifi c empirical study. 

   Finn’s Models 
 In a widely cited review of the literature, Finn 
proposed two alternative, developmental models 
to explain dropping out (Finn,  1989  ) . The fi rst, 
which he labeled the “frustration-self-esteem” 
model, posits that the initial antecedent to school 
withdrawal is early  school failure , which, in turn, 
leads to low  self-esteem  and then  problem behav-
iors  (skipping class, truancy, disruptive behavior, 
and juvenile delinquency). Over time, problem 
behaviors further erode school performance, 
which leads to further declines in self-esteem 
and increases in problem behaviors. Eventually, 
students either voluntarily quit school or are 
removed from school because of their problem-
atic behavior. 

 The second model Finn labels the “participa-
tion-identifi cation” model. In this model, the 
 initial antecedent to withdrawal is the lack of 

 participation  in school activities (classroom 
 participation, homework, and participation in the 
social, extracurricular, athletic, and governance 
aspects of the school), which, in turn, leads to 
 poor school performance  and then to less  identi-
fi cation  (a sense of “belonging” and “valuing”) 
with school. Over time, the lack of identifi cation 
with school leads to less participation, poorer 
school performance, less identifi cation with 
school, and eventually dropping out of school. 

 Both of Finn’s models include three types 
of factors: school performance, behaviors, and 
 psychological conditions. The models differ in 
the  specifi c behavioral and psychological factors 
they highlight: the “frustration-self-esteem” model 
focuses on problem behaviors (skipping class, tru-
ancy, disruptive behavior, and juvenile delinquency, 
as well as dropping out) and self-esteem; while the 
“participation-identifi cation” model focuses on 
participation and identifi cation with school.  

   Life Course Models 
 A number of long-term longitudinal studies have 
been conducted in the USA that have tracked the 
educational experiences and outcomes of small, 
local samples of children. These studies have 
developed and tested empirical models of the 
dropout process to determine the direct and indi-
rect effects of various early and late factors on 
whether students dropped out or completed high 
school. Because of their long-term perspective, 
some scholars refer to these as life course 
models. 

 In their study of 1,242 children who were 
enrolled as fi rst graders in pubic and parochial 
schools in the poor, black community of 
Woodlawn in Chicago in the 1966–1967 school 
year, Ensminger and Slusarcick found that vari-
ables in fi ve domains—family background, fam-
ily educational expectations and values, 
parent-child interaction concerning school, the 
social integration of the family in terms of school, 
and the child’s cognitive and behavioral perfor-
mance in school—predicted whether children 
dropped out or graduated from high school 
(Ensminger & Slusacick,  1992  ) . 

 In their study of 205 Euro-American families 
with varied living arrangements (two-parent 
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 families, single mothers, cohabitating couples, 
and commune and group living arrangements) 
from California that started in 1974–1975, 
Garnier, Stein, and Jacobs found that nonconven-
tional family lifestyles and values, cumulative 
family stresses, and family socioeconomic status 
(SES) affected school performance and motiva-
tion, adolescent stress and substance use, and, 
ultimately, school dropout (Garnier, Stein, & 
Jacobs,  1997  ) . 

 In their study based on data from the Beginning 
Baltimore Study (BBS), a panel study of 661 chil-
dren who entered fi rst grade in 20 Baltimore city 
schools in the fall of 1982—Alexander and 
Entwisle present and test a model of dropping out 
from a life course perspective that views dropping 
out as a long-term “process of progressive aca-
demic disengagement” (Alexander, Entwisle, & 
Kabbini,  2001  ) . Their model identifi ed three types 
of factors—students’ school experiences (school 
performance, grade retention, and track-like 
placements), students’ personal resources (what 
they labeled “engagement behaviors” and 
“engagement attitudes”), and parental attitudes, 
behaviors, and support—in several developmen-
tal periods of students’ school careers—fi rst grade, 
elementary years (grades 5–8), middle school 
(grades 6–8), and early high school (grade 9)—that 
predicted whether students dropped out or stayed 
in school. 

 In two studies based on data from the Chicago 
Longitudinal Study—an ongoing investigation of 
1,569 low-income, minority children born in 1979 
or 1980 who grew up in high-poverty neighbor-
hoods of Chicago—Reynolds, Ou, and Topitzes 
developed a conceptual model of the various 
pathways that preschool participation affects such 
long-term outcomes as educational attainment 
and juvenile delinquency (Reynolds, Ou, & 
Topitzes,  2004  ) . They found that preschool par-
ticipation directly affected school performance 
(cognitive ability, retention), social adjustment, 
and family support which, in turn, affected school 
quality, persistence, and motivation in middle 
grades which, in turn, affected educational attain-
ment and delinquency in later adolescence.  

   Tinto Model 
 Another theoretical perspective that is useful in 
explaining dropout behavior is a widely acknowl-
edged theory of institutional departure at the 
postsecondary level developed by sociologist 
Vincent Tinto (Tinto,  1987,   1994  ) . Tinto focused 
on the role of the institutional environment in 
infl uencing students’ adjustment and ultimately 
their departure decision. The process of departure 
is fi rst infl uenced by a series of personal attri-
butes, which predispose students to respond to 
different situations or conditions in particular 
ways. These personal attributes include  family 
background ,  skills and abilities , and  prior school 
experiences , including  goals  (intentions) and 
 motivation  (commitments) to continue their 
schooling. Once students enroll in a particular 
school, two separate dimensions of that institu-
tion infl uence whether a student remains there: a 
social dimension that deals with the  social inte-
gration  of students with the institution and the 
value of schooling; and an academic dimension 
that deals with the  academic integration  or 
engagement of students in meaningful learning. 
Both dimensions are infl uenced by the informal 
as well as the formal structure of the institution. 
For example, academic integration may occur in 
the formal system of classes and in the informal 
system of interactions with faculty in other 
settings. 

 These two dimensions can have separate and 
independent infl uences on whether students leave 
an institution, depending on the needs and attri-
butes of the student, as well as external factors. To 
remain in an institution, students must become 
integrated to some degree in either the social sys-
tem or the academic system. For example, some 
students may be highly integrated into the aca-
demic system of the institution, but not the social 
system. Yet as long as their social needs are met 
elsewhere and their goals and commitment remain 
the same, such students will remain in the same 
institution. Likewise, some students may be highly 
integrated into the social system of the institution, 
but not the academic system. But again, as long as 
they maintain minimum academic performance 
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and their goals and commitment remain the same, 
such students will remain in the same institution. 

 Tinto’s model offers several insights into the 
process of institutional departure, which can 
involve either transferring to another school or 
quitting school altogether. First, it distinguishes 
between the commitment to the goal of fi nishing 
college and the commitment to a particular insti-
tution, and how these commitments can be infl u-
enced by students’ experiences in school over 
time. Some students who are not suffi ciently inte-
grated into their current college may simply 
transfer to another educational setting rather than 
drop out, if they can maintain their goals and 
commitment to schooling more generally. Other 
students, however, may simply drop out rather 
than transfer to another school if their current 
school experiences severely diminish their goals 
and commitment to schooling. Second, it sug-
gests that schools can have multiple communities 
or subcultures to accommodate and support the 
different needs of students. Third, it acknowl-
edges the importance of external factors that can 
infl uence student departure. For example, exter-
nal communities, including families and friends, 
can help students better meet the academic and 
social demands of school by providing necessary 
support. External events can also change a stu-
dent’s evaluation of the relative costs and benefi ts 
of staying in a particular school if other alterna-
tives change (e.g., job prospects).  

   Wehlage and Colleagues’ Model 
 Drawing on their research on at-risk students and 
programs as well as Tinto’s model, Gary Wehlage 
and his colleagues developed a model to explain 
dropping out and other high school outcomes 
that focuses on the contribution of school fac-
tors (Wehlage, Rutter, Smith, Lesko, & Fernandez, 
 1989  ) . In this model, student outcomes are 
jointly infl uenced by two broad factors:  school 
membership  (or social bonding) and  educational 
engagement . 

 Social bonding, which is critical to connecting 
students to the school, has four aspects: “A stu-
dent is socially bonded to the extent that he or she 
is attached to adults and peers, committed to the 
norms of the school, involved in school activities 

and has belief in the legitimacy and effi cacy of 
the institution” (p. 117). Drawing on Tinto’s 
work, they then identifi ed four common impedi-
ments to school membership:  adjustment  to a new 
and often larger and more impersonal school set-
ting;  diffi culty  in doing more rigorous academic 
work;  incongruence  between students’ values, 
experiences, and projected future and the goals 
and rewards of the school; and  isolation  from 
teachers and peers in both academic and social 
experiences, something very similar to Tinto’s 
concept of academic and social integration. 

 Educational engagement for Wehlage et al 
referred to the “psychological investment 
required to comprehend and master knowledge 
and skills explicitly taught in school” (p. 177). 
They identifi ed three impediments to educational 
engagement: (1) schoolwork is not extrinsically 
motivating for many students because achieve-
ment is not tied to any explicit and valued goal; 
(2) the dominant learning process pursued in 
schools is too abstract, verbal, sedentary, indi-
vidualistic, competitive, and controlled by others 
(and therefore not intrinsically motivating) as 
opposed to concrete, problem-oriented, active, 
kinesthetic, cooperative, and autonomous; and 
(3) classroom learning is often stultifying because 
educators are obsessed with the “coverage” of 
the subject matter, which makes school knowl-
edge superfi cial and also intrinsically unsatisfy-
ing, preventing students from gaining a sense of 
competence (p. 179).  

   Models of Deviance 
 While most of the models reviewed thus far have 
focused on student attitudes and behaviors within 
school, social scientists in such fi elds as psychol-
ogy, sociology, economics, and criminology have 
focused on a range of deviant behaviors of ado-
lescents outside of school—including juvenile 
delinquency, drug and alcohol abuse, teenage par-
enting and childbearing—and their relationship 
to school dropout (Lerner & Galambos,  1998  ) . 

 Sara Battin-Pearson and her colleagues identi-
fi ed fi ve alternative theories of dropout that con-
ceptualize the process and the salient infl uences 
of dropping out differently (Battin-Pearson et al., 
 2000  ) . The fi rst model,  academic mediation 
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 theory , posits that all predictors of dropping out, 
including deviant behavior, low social bonding, 
and family background, are mediated by poor 
academic achievement. In the remaining four 
models, poor academic achievement only medi-
ates some of the effects of the other predictors, so 
that at least some predictors also exert a direct 
infl uence on dropping out. In the second model, 
 general deviance theory , several types of deviant 
behavior—juvenile delinquency, drug and alco-
hol use, smoking, and teenage pregnancy—exert 
a direct infl uence on dropping out. In the third 
model,  deviant affi liation theory , bonding with 
antisocial or delinquent friends exerts a direct 
infl uence on dropping out. In the fourth model, 
 family socialization theory , poor family social-
ization, as related to parental expectations, fam-
ily stress, and parental control, exerts a direct 
infl uence on dropping out. And in the fi fth model, 
 structural strains theory , demographic factors 
such as race, ethnicity, and family socioeconomic 
status, exert a direct infl uence on dropping out. In 
addition to general models of deviance, crimi-
nologists have developed a number of alternative 
theories to explain why involvement with the 
juvenile justice system may be detrimental or 
benefi cial to subsequent delinquent behavior and 
school dropout (Sweeten,  2006  ) . 

 The models reviewed in this section identify a 
number of factors and processes to explain why 
students drop out. They suggest the process of 
dropping out is complex, infl uenced by a number 
of factors in and out of school and over time. Some 
factors, such as school performance, are common 
to virtually all the models, while other factors, such 
as misbehavior or attitudes toward school, are 
found in only some models. The models are not 
necessarily competitive, but rather may be useful in 
identifying different patterns or types of dropouts.   

   The Role of Engagement 

 Student engagement fi gures prominently in the 
process of dropping out. In fact, in an early review 
of the research literature published in 1987, 
Rumberger suggested, “dropping out itself might 
be better viewed as a process of disengagement 
from school, perhaps for either academic or social 

reasons, that culminates in the fi nal act of leav-
ing” (Rumberger,  1987 , p. 111). Similarly, in her 
study of students in two California continuation 
high schools, Kelly preferred to use the term  dis-
engagement  to either the term  dropout , which she 
argued put inordinate blame on the student’s 
agency, or  pushout , which put inordinate blame 
on schools (Kelly,  1993  ) . Student engagement is 
also an important precursor to other aspects of 
school performance, particularly academic per-
formance in the classroom. Because of its impor-
tance, scholars have proposed a number of models 
to explain student engagement. 

 In a follow-up to his work on at-risk students 
and programs, Gary Welhage and his colleagues, 
Fred Newman and Susie Lamborn, developed a 
model of student engagement in academic work, 
which they defi ne as “the student’s  psychological 
investment  in and  effort  directed toward learning, 
understanding, or mastering the knowledge, 
skills, or crafts that academic work is intended to 
promote” (Newmann,  1992 , p. 12). As they point 
out, because engagement is an inner quality of 
concentration and effort, it is not readily observed, 
so it must be inferred from indirect indicators 
such as the amount of  participation in academic 
work  (attendance, amount of time spent on aca-
demic work), and  interest  and  enthusiasm  exhib-
ited by students. They further suggest that 
engagement is related to but differs from motiva-
tion, a subject of longstanding concern to educa-
tional psychologists:

  Academic motivation usually refers to a general 
desire or disposition to succeed in academic work 
and in the more specifi c tasks of school. 
Conceivably a student can be motivated to perform 
well in a general sense without being engaged in 
the specifi c tasks of school. Engagement in spe-
cifi c tasks may either precede or presume general 
motivation to succeed. By focusing on the extent to 
which students demonstrate active interest, effort, 
and concentrations in the specifi c work that teach-
ers design, engagement calls special attention to 
the contexts that help activate underlying motiva-
tion, and also to the conditions that may generate 
new motivation (p. 13).   

 They posit that engagement in academic work 
is largely infl uenced by three major factors: “stu-
dents’ underlying  need for competence , the extent 
to which students experience  membership  in the 
school, and the  authenticity  of the work they are 
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asked to  complete” (p. 17). They identify a num-
ber of factors that infl uence school membership 
and authentic work similar to those identifi ed by 
Wehlage and his colleagues in their model of stu-
dent dropout. 

 In 2004, the National Research Council issued 
a report,  Engaging Schools: Fostering High 
School Students’ Motivation to Learn , which simi-
larly made the distinction between motivation and 
engagement in schoolwork (National Research 
Council, Committee on Increasing High School 
Students’ Engagement and Motivation to Learn 
[NRC, CIHSSEML],  2004  ) . The committee that 
issued the report stated that engagement involved 
both observable behaviors (active participation in 
class, completing work, taking challenging classes) 
and unobservable behaviors (effort, attention, 
problem solving, and the use of metacognitive 
strategies) as well as emotions (such as interest, 
enthusiasm, and pride in success), similar to how 
Newmann, Wehlage, and Lamborn characterized 
it. But unlike Newmann and his colleagues, the 
committee developed a model that suggested the 
impact of the educational context (such as instruc-
tion, school climate, school organization, school 
composition, and school size) is mediated by three 
psychological variables: students’ beliefs about 
their  competence  and  control  ( I can ), their  values  
and  goals  ( I want to ), and their sense of  social 
connectiveness  or  belonging  ( I belong ). This 
model incorporates more explicit aspects of stu-
dent motivation from the research literature. 
Connell, for example, postulated that the more 
students perceive the school setting as meeting 
their psychological needs for  autonomy ,  compe-
tence , and  relatedness , the more engaged they will 
be in school activities (Connell,  1990  ) . 

 Both the Wehlage and NRC models focus on 
engagement in academic work. But as Tinto and 
Finn suggested in their models, participation and 
integration in school can take place in other are-
nas besides the classroom. So while academic 
engagement may be suffi cient to improve aca-
demic achievement, engagement in other areas of 
the school, such as extracurricular activities, may 
be equally valuable in getting students to stay in 
school (although not necessarily suffi cient to 
have them improve their academic performance 
or to graduate). 

 In their extensive review of research literature, 
Fredricks, Blumenfeld, and Paris  (  2004  )  identi-
fi ed three dimensions of this broader concept of 
engagement: (1)  behavioral engagement , which 
represents behaviors that demonstrate students’ 
attachment and involvement in both the academic 
and social aspects of school, such as doing home-
work and participating in extracurricular activi-
ties like athletics or student government; 
 emotional engagement , which refers to students’ 
affective reactions to their experiences in school 
and in their classes, such as whether they are 
happy or bored; and  cognitive engagement , which 
represents mental behaviors that contribute to 
learning, such as trying hard and expending effort 
on academic tasks. Their review went on to 
examine both the outcomes and the antecedents 
to engagement. The antecedents include school-
level factors, such as school size, communal 
structures, and disciplinary practices; and class-
room-level factors, such as teacher support, peers, 
classroom structure, and task characteristics. In a 
more recent review, Appleton, Christenson, and 
Furlong  (  2008  )  identifi ed a myriad of defi ni-
tions and measures of engagement that help illu-
minate the various dimensions of the concept, 
but also make it diffi cult to collect and use 
 consistent information on engagement to design 
interventions.  

   The Role of Context 

 The models presented thus far focus largely on 
dropping out as a process infl uenced by a broad 
array of individual factors, including attitudes, 
behaviors, and school performance. Yet these 
factors and students’ experiences more generally 
are shaped by three settings or contexts where 
youths spend their time: families, schools, and 
communities. Increasingly, social scientists have 
come to realize the importance of these settings 
in shaping child and adolescent development. In 
psychology, for example, Bronfenbrenner’s infl u-
ential book,  The Ecology of Human Development  
(1979), helped to focus attention of psychologists 
on how the various contexts of the family, 
schools, peer groups, and communities shape all 
aspects of adolescent development—physical, 
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psychological, cognitive and social—as well as 
how the relationship between context and devel-
opment change over time (Bronfenbrenner,  1979 ; 
Lerner & Galambos,  1998 ; Steinberg & Morris, 
 2001  ) . The importance of context was further 
emphasized by the National Research Council 
Panel on High-Risk Youth in their 1993 report, 
 Losing Generations: Adolescents in High-risk 
Settings , which argued that too much emphasis 
had been placed on high-risk youth and their 
families, and not enough on the high-risk settings 
in which they live and go to school:

  The work of this panel began as an attempt to bet-
ter understand why some adolescents are drawn to 
risky life-styles while others, similarly situated, 
engage in only normal adolescent experimenta-
tion. As our work progressed, however, we became 
convinced that a focus on individual characteris-
tics of adolescents would contribute to the overem-
phasis of the last two decades on the personal 
attributes of adolescents and their families at the 
expense of attention to the effects or settings or 
context. We concluded that it was important to 
right the balance by focusing on the profound 
infl uence that settings have on the behavior and 
development of adolescents (p. 1).   

 Social scientists have long recognized the crit-
ical role that context plays in understanding such 
phenomena as poverty, racial inequality, gang 
behavior, and unwed motherhood (Edin & 
Kefalas,  2005 ; Evans,  2004 ; Sullivan,  1989 ; 
Wilson,  1987  ) . 

 Although a wide variety of contextual factors 
have been shown to infl uence adolescent devel-
opment and school performance, they can be cat-
egorized into four major areas: (1)  composition , 
such as the characteristics of the persons within 
the setting or context; (2)  structure , such as size 
and location; (3)  resources , such as physical, fi s-
cal and human resources; and (4)  practices , such 
as parenting practices within families and instruc-
tional practices within schools.  

   A Conceptual Model of Student 
Performance in High School 

 These models can be used to construct a compre-
hensive conceptual framework for understanding 
the process of dropping out and graduation, as 

well as the salient factors underlying that process. 
The framework, illustrated in Fig.  24.1 , considers 
dropping out and graduation as specifi c aspects 
of student performance in high school and identi-
fi es two types of factors that infl uence that per-
formance: individual factors associated with 
students, and institutional factors associated with 
the three major contexts that infl uence students—
families, schools, and communities.  

 Individual factors can be grouped into four 
areas or domains: educational performance, 
behaviors, attitudes, and background. Although 
the framework suggests a causal ordering of these 
factors, from background to attitudes to behav-
iors to performance, the various models of drop-
out and engagement discussed earlier indicate a 
less linear relationship. In particular, the relation-
ship between attitudes and behaviors is generally 
considered to be more reciprocal; for example, 
initial attitudes may infl uence behaviors, which, 
in turn, may infl uence subsequent attitudes (as 
suggested by Tinto’s model). But the purpose of 
this framework is not to suggest a particular 
model of the dropout process, but simply a frame-
work for organizing a review of the literature. 
The factors listed within each group represent 
conceptual categories that may be measured by 
one or more specifi c indicators or variables 

 The fi rst domain is educational performance. 
The framework posits three inter-related dimen-
sions of educational performance: (1) academic 
achievement, as refl ected in grades and test scores, 
(2) educational persistence, which refl ects whether 
students remain in the same school or transfer 
(school mobility) or remain enrolled in school at 
all (dropout), and (3) educational attainment, 
which is refl ected by progressing in school (e.g., 
earning credits and being promoted from one 
grade to another) and completing formal educa-
tion by earning of degrees or diplomas. The 
framework suggests that high school graduation is 
dependent on both persistence and achievement. 
That is, students who either interrupt their school-
ing by dropping out or changing schools, or who 
have poor academic achievement in school, are 
less likely to progress in school and to graduate. 

 The second domain consists of a range of 
behaviors that are associated with educational 
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Conceptual Model of High School Performance
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  Fig. 24.1    Conceptual model of high school performance       

performance. The fi rst factor is student engage-
ment, which we list in the behavioral group even 
though some conceptions of engagement, as dis-
cussed earlier, can have attitudinal (emotional) as 
well as behavioral components. Other behaviors 
that have been identifi ed in the research literature 
include coursetaking, deviance (misbehavior, 
drug and alcohol use, and childbearing), peer 
associations, and employment. 

 The third domain consists of attitudes, which 
we use as a general label to represent a wide 
range of psychological factors including expecta-
tions, goals, values, and self-perceptions (e.g., 
perceived competence, perceived autonomy, and 
perceived sense of belonging). 

 The last domain consists of student back-
ground characteristics, which include demo-
graphic characteristics, health, prior performance 
in school, and past experiences, such as partici-
pation in preschool, after-school activities, and 
summer school. 

 The framework further posits that these indi-
vidual-level characteristics are infl uenced by 

three institutional contexts—families, schools, 
and communities—and several key features 
within them: composition, structure, resources, 
and practices. This conceptual framework can be 
used to review the empirical research on high 
school dropouts.   

   Empirical Research 

 Scholars have conducted literally hundreds of 
studies to understand how and why students drop 
out or graduate from high school. They have also 
employed a wide range of research methodolo-
gies, from in-depth case studies of students and 
schools designed to understand the process of 
dropping out and the salient factors that contrib-
ute to that process (Fine,  1991 ; Flores-Gonzalez, 
 2002 ; Kelly,  1993 ; Romo & Falbo,  1996 ; 
Valenzuela,  1999  )  to large-scale statistical stud-
ies designed to identify the unique contribution 
of specifi c factors on whether students drop out 
or graduate from high school (Bryk & Thum,  1989 ; 
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Lee & Burkam,  2003 ; Rumberger,  1995 ; Rumberger 
& Thomas,  2000  ) . 

 It should be pointed out that scholars, for the 
most part, are unable to establish defi nitively that 
any specifi c factor “causes” students to drop out. 
Even complex, statistical models with large num-
bers of variables are often unable to control for 
other, unobservable factors that may contribute 
to the dropout process and that may mediate the 
effects of other variables. However, in recent 
years, new research designs and statistical mod-
els do allow stronger, more causal inferences to 
be made (Schneider, Carnoy, Kilpatrick, Schmidt, 
& Shavelson,  2007  ) . Yet because most existing 
studies do not employ these techniques, it is more 
accurate to refer to these various factors as “pre-
dictors” or “infl uences” rather than “causes” of 
dropping out. 

 Because the empirical research is extensive, in 
this section we only provide a short review of the 
literature on high school dropouts. The review 
focuses on engagement-related predictors of drop-
ping out at the individual level and then a short 
summary of the predictors at the family and school 
levels. The discussion below draws heavily on a 
2008 review of the research literature by Rumberger 
and Lim that examined 389 separate analyses 
found in 203 statistical dropout studies published 
in academic journals between 1983 and 2007 
(Rumberger & Lim,  2008  ) . The review identifi ed 
specifi c factors that the studies found had a direct 
effect on dropping out or graduation, controlling 
for other factors. As a result, the review did not 
examine indirect effects or total effects. The review 
also only examined whether the factors were sta-
tistically signifi cant, not the size of the effects. 

   Individual Factors 

 A range of individual factors encompasses vari-
ous aspects of engagement. We fi rst review 
behavioral factors, then attitudes, and fi nally 
composite measures of risk, which often include 
engagement measures. 

   Behaviors 
 In the earlier discussion about the process of drop-
ping out, engagement emerged as an important 
part of the educational process and a powerful pre-
cursor to dropping out. Students who are engaged 
in school, whether in the academic arena or the 
social arena, are more likely to attend, to learn, and 
eventually to fi nish high school; students who are 
disengaged are not. Research studies have mea-
sured engagement in several ways, but no matter 
how it is measured, it predicts dropping out. 

 One of the most direct and visible indicators 
of engagement is attendance. To graduate, stu-
dents must not only enroll in school, they must 
attend school. Yet some students have poor atten-
dance and such students are more likely to drop 
out of school. In our review of the literature, 13 
of the 19 analyses of attendance found that high 
absenteeism predicted dropping out (Rumberger 
& Lim,  2008 , p. 41). 

 Another indicator of engagement is participa-
tion in extracurricular activities. Most, but not all, 
middle and high school students participate in 
extracurricular activities. In 2002, more than 50% 
of second-year high school students reported par-
ticipating in athletics, 11% in cheerleading and 
drill teams, 22% in music, and 10% in hobby 
clubs (Cahalan, Ingles, Burns, Planty, & Daniel, 
 2006 , Tables 23 and 24). In 2007, 59% of eighth 
graders reported participating in sports, 40% in 
drama or music, and 32% in clubs (Walston, 
Rathbun, & Huasken,  2008 , Table 4). In our 
review of the literature, 14 of the 26 analyses 
found that participation in extracurricular activi-
ties reduced the odds of dropping out (with most 
of the other studies showing non-signifi cant 
effects). At the middle school level, only two out 
of seven analyses found that involvement in extra-
curricular activities reduced the odds of dropping 
out of high school. Participation in sports, espe-
cially among males, shows more consistent effects 
than participation in other extracurricular activi-
ties or participation in extracurricular activities 
more generally (McNeal,  1995 ; Pittman,  1991 ; 
Yin & Moore,  2004  ) . 
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 Other research studies created multiple indi-
cators of student engagement often based on 
information from student and teacher question-
naires. For example, one recent study of high 
school sophomores (second-year high school 
 students) created an index of academic engage-
ment based on four questions from the student 
questionnaire:

   How many times during the fi rst semester or • 
term were you late to school?  
  How many times during the fi rst semester or • 
term did you cut or skip class?  
  How many times during the fi rst semester or • 
term were you absent from school?  
  How much do you agree or disagree that the • 
subjects you’re taking are interesting and chal-
lenging? (Dalton, Glennie, & Ingels,  2009 , 
p. A-22)    
 The least engaged students (those who ranked 

in the bottom third of this index) were fi ve times 
more likely to drop out (12.1% v. 2.5%) as the 
most engaged students (those who ranked in the 
top third) (Dalton    et al.,  2009 , Table 7). 

 Of the 35 analyses that examined various 
composite measures of student engagement in 
high school in Rumberger and Lim’s review of 
the literature, 24 found that higher levels of 
engagement reduced the likelihood of dropping 
out or increased the likelihood of graduating from 
high school. Of the 31 analyses that examined 
student engagement in middle school, 10 analy-
ses found engagement reduced dropout and 
increased graduation from high school. At the 
elementary level, only one of three analyses 
found that engagement reduced the odds of drop-
ping out of high school (Alexander et al.,  2001  ) . 
The fact that high school measures of engage-
ment are more reliable predictors of dropping out 
than middle and elementary predictors is consis-
tent with the growing literature on early warning 
systems that shows proximal (high school) indi-
cators are more powerful predictors than middle 
and elementary school predictors (Allensworth & 
Easton,  2005 ; Meyer, Carl, & Cheng,  2010  ) . 

 Another indicator of engagement is school 
misbehavior. In Rumberger and Lim’s review, 
49 analyses examined the relationship between 
misbehavior and dropping out, with most of the 

analyses focusing on the high school level. 
Among the 31 analyses at the high school level, 
14 found that misbehavior was signifi cantly asso-
ciated with higher dropout and lower graduation 
rates (Rumberger & Lim,  2008 , Table 2). Of the 
17 analyses at the middle school level, 14 found 
that misbehavior in middle school was signifi -
cantly associated with higher dropout and lower 
graduation rates in high school. The one analysis 
that focused on the elementary school level found 
that misbehavior in elementary school increased 
the odds of dropping out of high school (Ou, 
Mersky, Reynolds, & Kohler,  2007  ) . It is inter-
esting to note that misbehavior in middle school 
was a more consistent predictor of dropping out 
than high school misbehaviour, while academic 
performance in high school is a more consistent 
predictor than academic performance in middle 
school. 

 Misbehavior may contribute to dropping out 
in at least three ways. Students who misbehave 
may be suspended or even expelled, as Sullivan 
documents in his study of youth crime and work 
in three neighborhoods of Brooklyn (Sullivan, 
 1989 , p. 56). They also may be transferred to 
alternative school settings. Two-thirds of the boys 
in Kelly’s study of two continuation high schools 
were sent to the schools because of discipline 
problems (Kelly,  1993 , Table 3). Finally, misbe-
havior in elementary or middle school could lead 
to misbehavior in high school. 

 A fi nal behavior indicator of engagement is 
student mobility. The research literature shows 
that student mobility, at least during middle and 
high school, affects school dropout and gradua-
tion. At the high school level, ten of 14 analyses in 
Rumberger and Lim’s review of the literature 
found that student mobility increased the odds of 
dropping out or decreased the odds of graduating. 
At the middle school level, nine of 13 analyses 
found a positive impact of student mobility. At the 
elementary level, eight of 14 analyses found a sig-
nifi cant relationship. One possible reason for the 
impact at the middle and high school levels is that 
secondary students are more sensitive to the dis-
ruptions to their friendship networks (Ream,  2005 ; 
Ream & Rumberger,  2008  ) . Of course, the signifi -
cant association between mobility and dropout 
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may not be causal; instead, it could be due to pre-
existing, common factors, such as academic 
achievement or misbehavior, which infl uence both 
mobility and dropout. Nonetheless, even studies 
that control for a host of preexisting factors, such 
as student achievement, conclude that some causal 
association between mobility and educational per-
formance is likely (Pribesh & Downey,  1999  ) . The 
impact also depends on the reasons students 
change schools. Students who change schools in a 
purposeful way—to fi nd a more suitable school 
environment—may have more positive impacts 
than students who change schools in a reactive 
way, such as getting into trouble and being asked 
or even forced to fi nd a new school (Ream,  2005 ; 
Rumberger, Larson, Ream, & Palardy,  1999  ) .  

   Attitudes 
 Students’ beliefs, values, and attitudes are related 
to both their behaviors and to their performance 
in school. These psychological factors include 
motivation, values, goals, and a range of students’ 
self-perceptions about themselves and their abili-
ties. These factors change over time through stu-
dents’ developmental periods and biological 
transformations, with the period of early adoles-
cence and the emergence of sexuality being one 
of the most important and often the most diffi cult 
period for many students:

  For some children, the early-adolescent years mark 
the beginning of a downward spiral leading to aca-
demic failure and school dropout. Some early ado-
lescents see their school grades decline markedly 
when they enter junior high school, along with 
their interest in school, intrinsic motivation, and 
confi dence in their intellectual abilities. Negative 
responses to school increase as well, as youngsters 
become more prone to test anxiety, learned help-
lessness, and self-consciousness that impedes con-
centration on learning tasks (Eccles,  1999 , p. 37).   

 Although there is a substantial body of 
research that has explored a wide range of stu-
dent beliefs, values, and attitudes, far less research 
has linked them to student dropout (Eccles & 
Wigfi eld,  2002  ) . 

 One exception is a detailed longitudinal study 
of a cohort of fi rst-grade students from the 
Baltimore Beginning School Study (BSS) that 
began in the fall of 1982 (Alexander et al.,  2001  ) . 

That study collected a wide range of attitudinal 
and behavioral information on students in grades 
1–9 from student self-reports, teachers’ reports, 
and school report cards. The attitudinal informa-
tion included self-expectations for upcoming 
grades, educational attainment, self-ability and 
competence, and measures of psychological 
engagement (“likes school”) and school commit-
ment (pp. 810–812). The attitudinal items (as 
well as the behavioral items) were all combined 
into a single construct for grade 1, grades 2–5, 
grades 6–8, and grade 9. This allowed the 
researchers to examine not only the relative 
effects of student attitudes and behaviors overall 
relative to other predictors, but also their relative 
effects over different grade levels or stages of 
schooling. The authors found that while the 
effects of behavioral engagement on school drop-
out appear in grade 1, even after controlling for 
the effects of school performance and family 
background in grade 1, student attitudes do not 
demonstrate a separate effect on school dropout 
until grade 9, with behavioral engagement still 
showing the stronger effect (Alexander et al. 
 2001 , Table 9). Interestingly, the authors also fi nd 
that the correlation between attitudes and behav-
iors increases from grade 1 to grade 9 (p. 796).  

   Goals 
 To succeed in school, students must value school. 
That is, they have to believe that it will be instru-
mental in meeting their short-term or long-term 
goals (Eccles & Wigfi eld,  2002  ) . Most students, 
as well as their parents, believe that education is 
the key to a better job and a better life. Yet some 
youths, such as those profi led in Sullivan’s study 
of youth crime and work in Brooklyn, were more 
ambivalent about whether fi nishing high school 
would lead them into better jobs in their neigh-
borhoods where such jobs were scarce and their 
fathers and older brothers were employed in jobs 
that did not require educational credentials 
(Sullivan,  1989 , p. 54). 

 Most students and their parents also expect to 
not only complete high school, but to fi nish col-
lege. In 2002, more than 80% of high school 
sophomores (and their parents) expected that 
they would earn a bachelor’s degree or more 
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advanced college degree (Dalton et al.,  2009 , 
Table 5). 

 Students who expect to graduate from college 
are much less likely to drop out of high school 
than students who only expect to fi nish high 
school. Among 2002 high school sophomores 
who expected to earn a bachelor’s degree, only 
4% dropped out of high school, compared to 21% 
for students who only expected to complete high 
school (Ibid.). These fi ndings are confi rmed in 
other research studies. In our review of the 
research literature, we identifi ed 82 analyses that 
examined the relationship between educational 
expectations and school dropout. At the high 
school level, 33 of the 41 analyses found that 
higher levels of educational expectations were 
associated with lower dropout rates, even after 
controlling for academic performance. At the 
middle school level, 23 of the 38 analyses found 
the same relationship. Three analyses examined 
educational expectations in elementary school 
and none found a signifi cant effect on high school 
dropout or graduation.  

   Self-perceptions 
 To be successful in school, students not only must 
value school, they must believe they are capable 
of achieving success. Students’ perceptions of 
themselves and their abilities are a key com-
ponent of achievement motivation and an impor-
tant precursor of student engagement (NRC, 
CIHSSEML,  2004  ) . 

 Research studies have examined a number of 
self-perceptions and their relationship to high 
school dropout and graduation. All of these per-
ceptions are constructed as composite measures 
based on student responses to a number of ques-
tions about themselves. One such construct is 
self-concept. Self-concept is basically a person’s 
conception of himself or herself (Bong & 
Skaalvik,  2003  ) . Although self-concept can be 
viewed and measured as a general construct, 
scholars have come to realize that it is multidi-
mensional and that it should be measured with 
respect to a particular domain, such as academic 
self-concept or self-concept with respect to read-
ing. A related construct is self-esteem, which 
measures self-assessments of qualities that are 

viewed as important (Ibid.). Another construct is 
locus of control, which measures whether stu-
dents feel they have control over their destiny 
(internal control) or not (external control). Poor 
self-perceptions can undermine motivation, 
thereby increasing the risk of dropping out. 

 Although such perceptions are a central com-
ponent of motivation for remaining in school, 
relatively few studies have found a direct rela-
tionship between any of these self-perceptions 
and dropping out, suggesting that the effects are 
most likely mediated by academic performance. 
The most studied has been locus of control. Of 
the 22 analyses of locus of control in Rumberger 
and Lim’s review, only three analyses in three 
studies found a direct, signifi cant relationship 
with dropout, with students who had an external 
locus of control—the feeling of little control over 
one’s destiny—even as early as fi rst grade, show-
ing a higher propensity to drop out (Alexander 
et al.,  2001 ; Ekstrom, Goertz, Pollack, & Rock, 
 1986 ; Rumberger,  1983  ) .   

   Combining Factors 

 While it is useful to identify individual predictors 
of dropping out, it is also useful to understand 
how various factors jointly contribute to the pro-
cess of dropping out. Researchers have used three 
approaches for combining factors: creating a 
composite index of risk; creating taxonomies to 
identify different types of dropouts; and testing 
structural models that link factors together. 

   Risk Factors 
 Instead of examining the effects of individual 
student predictors on dropping out, a number of 
studies combined a series of factors into a com-
posite index of risk. Some studies only included 
student factors (Connell, Halpern-Felsher, Cliffor, 
Crichlow, & Usinger,  1995 ; Lee & Burkam, 
 1992  ) , while other studies included both student 
and family factors (Benz, Lindstrom, & Yovanoff, 
 2000 ; Cabrera & La Nasa,  2001 ; Croninger & 
Lee,  2001  ) . For example, one study based on a 
national longitudinal study of eighth grade stu-
dents, created a “social risk” index based on fi ve 
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demographic factors (poverty, language minority 
status, ethnic minority, single-parent household, 
and having a dropout parent) and an “academic 
risk” index based on fi ve school performance 
factors (grades below C, retained between grades 
2 and 8, educational expectations no greater than 
high school, sent to the offi ce at least once in the 
fi rst semester, and parents notifi ed at least once of 
a problem with their child during the fi rst semes-
ter) (Croninger & Lee,  2001  ) . The study found 
that about one third of the students had at least 
one academic risk factor and those students were 
twice as likely to drop out as students with no 
academic risk factors, whereas having at least 
one social risk factor increased the odds of drop-
ping out by 50% both for academically at-risk 
student and students who were not academically 
at risk. Another study based on institutional data 
from the Philadelphia Public Schools created an 
index based on four factors measured in the sixth 
grade that indicated whether the student: (1) 
attended school 80% or less of the time; (2) failed 
math; (3) failed English; and (4) received an out-
of-school suspension (Balfanz, Herzog, & Mac 
Iver,  2007  ) . This study found that odds of gradu-
ating declined precipitously with each additional 
risk factor—one risk factor reduced the percent-
age graduating by one-third, two risk factors 
reduced the percentage by one-half, and three 
risk factors reduced the percentage by three-
fourths. All fi ve studies in our review of the sta-
tistical research found that academic (and in some 
cases academic and family) risk was a signifi cant 
predictor or whether students graduated or 
dropped out of high school (Rumberger & Lim, 
 2008 , Table 2).  

   Typologies 
 Another approach is to use various factors to cre-
ate a typology that distinguishes different types or 
profi les of dropouts. One study of high school 
students in Montreal, Canada identifi ed four types 
of dropouts: (1)  quiet  dropouts (40% of dropouts) 
who demonstrated moderate to high levels of 
commitment and no evidence of school misbe-
havior; (2)  maladjusted  dropouts (40%) who 
demonstrated low commitment and poor school 
performance; (3)  disengaged  dropouts (10%) 

who demonstrated low commitment, average per-
formance, and average to low level of school mis-
behavior; and (4 ) low-achiever  dropouts (10%) 
who demonstrated low commitment, very poor 
performance, average to low level of school mis-
behavior, and very poor school performance 
(Janosz, LeBlanc, Boulerice, & Tremblay,  2000  ) .  

   Structural Models 
 Another approach for examining how various 
factors jointly infl uence the dropout process is to 
construct and test a structural model using a sta-
tistical technique know as structural equation 
modeling (Kline,  2010  ) . This technique allows 
researchers to examine the strength of the direct 
and indirect relationships among predictors and 
to estimate how well the resulting model “fi ts” 
the data. One recent study estimated a model 
based on the NRC report,  Engaging Schools , 
which suggested dropping out is infl uenced by 
student engagement and a set of psychological 
antecedents (Rotermund,  2010  ) . The study, based 
on a national longitudinal study of tenth grade 
students who were tracked for 2 years, found that 
that only two tenth grade factors directly infl u-
enced dropping out in high school: student 
achievement and behavioral engagement (not 
absent, late, skipping classes, or getting into trou-
ble). Both behavioral engagement and cognitive 
engagement (works hard, puts forth effort) also 
infl uenced dropping out through their effects on 
grades, while affective engagement (likes school, 
fi nds classes interesting and challenging) affected 
both cognitive and behavioral engagement. 
Finally, three psychological antecedents— 
perceived competence, valuing school and a 
sense of belonging—infl uenced the three dimen-
sions of engagement. A number of other studies 
have estimated models of dropping out using this 
technique, including studies that incorporate pre-
dictors from early childhood (Archambault, 
Janosz, Fallu, & Pagani,  2009 ; Battin-Pearson 
et al.,  2000 ; Ensminger & Slusacick,  1992 ; 
Garnier et al.,  1997 ; Reynolds et al.,  2004  ) . 
Together, these studies support the notion that 
dropping out is indeed a long-term process infl u-
enced by a wide variety of factors, including 
engagement factors.   
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   Institutional Factors 

 While a large array of individual attitudes, behav-
iors, and aspects of educational performance 
infl uence dropping out and graduating, these indi-
vidual factors are shaped by the institutional set-
tings or contexts where children live—families, 
schools, and communities. Research has identi-
fi ed a number of factors within students’ families, 
schools, and communities that infl uence whether 
students dropout or graduate from high school. 
As in the case of individual factors, it is diffi cult 
to verify a causal connection between institu-
tional factors and dropping out, but research has 
demonstrated that a number of factors affect the 
odds that students will drop out or graduate from 
high school, as well as the antecedents to dropout 
and graduation, including engagement factors. 
Due to space limitations, the review will only 
highlight some of the research fi ndings. 

   Families 

   Family background has long been recognized as 
the single most important contributor to success in 
school (Coleman et al.,  1966 ; Jencks et al.,  1972  ) . 
What is less clear is what aspects of family back-
ground matter and how they infl uence school 
achievement (Hoover-Dempsey & Sandler,  1997 ; 
Pomerantz, Moorman, & Litwack,  2007  ) . Although 
the research literature has identifi ed a wide array 
of family factors that contribute to dropping out, 
three aspects appear to be most important: (1) 
structure, (2) resources, and (3) practices.  

   Structure 
 Family structure generally refers to the number 
and types of individuals in a child’s household. In 
2005, 67% of families in the United States with 
children under 18 were married-couple families, 
25% were female-headed families, and 8% were 
male-headed families (KewalRamani, Gilbertson, 
& Fox,  2007 , Table 3). The research fi nds that 
students living with both parents had lower drop-
out rates and higher graduation rates compared to 
students living in other family living arrange-
ments, even controlling for the effects of family 

income (Perreira, Harris, & Lee,  2006 ; Rumberger, 
 1995 ; Rumberger & Lim,  2008 , Table 3). There is 
less consistent evidence that family size matters.  

   Resources 
 Family resources are critical for supporting the 
emotional, social, and cognitive development of 
children. The most widely used indicator of fam-
ily resources is  socioeconomic status  (SES), 
which is typically constructed as a composite 
index based on several measures of fi nancial and 
human resources, such as both parents’ years of 
education, both parents’ occupational status, and 
family income. A national study of high school 
sophomores found that students from the lowest 
quartile of SES were fi ve times more likely to 
drop out of school (12.4% v. 1.8%) as students 
from the highest quartile of SES (Dalton et al., 
 2009 , Table 1). The majority of studies in 
Rumberger and Lim’s review found that students 
from high SES families were less likely to drop 
out than students from low SES families 
(Rumberger & Lim,  2008 , Table 3).  

   Practices 
 Fiscal and human resources simply represent the 
means or the capacity to improve the engagement 
and educational outcomes of children. This capac-
ity is realized through the actual practices and 
behaviors of parents. These practices, manifested in 
the relationships parents have with their children, 
their schools, and the communities, are what soci-
ologist James Coleman labeled  social capital  
(Coleman,  1988  ) . Other researchers have labeled 
such practices  parental involvement  or  parenting 
style  (Fan & Chen,  2001 ; Jeynes,  2007 ; Pomerantz 
et al.,  2007 ; Spera,  2005  ) . Parenting practices related 
to student engagement include educational expecta-
tions (how much schooling they want or expect 
their children to get), within-home practices (gen-
eral supervision, helping with or monitoring home-
work), and home-school practices (participation in 
school activities, communication with the school). 

 Rumberger and Lim’s review did not reveal a 
consistent, direct relationship between specifi c 
parenting practices and school dropout. Yet 
 several studies found that multiple indicators of 
parenting practices at the secondary level reduced 
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the risk of dropping out. One early study of 1980 
high school sophomores found that four parent-
ing practices (as reported by the students) during 
high school had signifi cant effects on whether 
students dropped out or graduated: (1) whether 
their mother wanted them to graduate from col-
lege, (2) whether their mother monitored their 
school progress, (3) whether their father moni-
tored their school progress, and (4) whether their 
parents supervised their school work (Astone & 
McLanahan,  1991  ) . Another study of eighth grad-
ers from 1988 found four parenting practices 
that predicted whether students dropped out by 
grade 12: (1) parental educational aspirations for 
their child in grade 8, (2) parental participation 
in school activities in grade 8, (3) parental 
 communication with the school in grade 12, 
and (4) a measure of intergenerational closure—
how many parents of their children’s friends 
they know—which is a key component of social 
capital that provides a source of information, 
norms, expectations, and standards of behavior 
(Carbonaro,  1998  ) .   

   Schools 

 It is widely acknowledged that schools exert pow-
erful infl uences on student achievement, includ-
ing dropout rates. Using statistical techniques to 
disentangle institutional factors from individual 
factors, some studies have found that about 
20–25% of the variability in student outcomes 
can be attributed to the characteristics of the 
schools that students attend (Li,  2007 ; Rumberger 
& Palardy,  2004  ) . Nonetheless, as in the case of 
individual factors, it is hard to verify a causal 
relationship between school factors and dropout 
rates without using sophisticated statistical tech-
niques (Pohl, Steiner, Eisermann, Soellner, & 
Cook,  2009 ; Schneider et al.,  2007  ) . Four school 
factors have been shown to infl uence dropout and 
graduation rates: (1) student composition (2) 
structure, (3) resources, and (4) practices. 

   Student Composition 
 Student characteristics not only infl uence student 
achievement at an individual level, but also at an 
aggregate or social level (Gamoran,  1992  ) . Social 

composition may affect student achievement in 
two ways: fi rst, by serving as a proxy for other 
characteristics of schools—for example, high-
poverty and high-minority schools generally 
have more inexperienced teachers and suffer 
from high teacher turnover (Clotfelter, Ladd, 
Vigdor, & Wheeler,  2007 ; Hanushek, Kain, & 
Rivkin,  2004 ; Reed,  2005  ) ; second, by infl uenc-
ing motivation, engagement, and achievement 
directly through interactions with peers (Jencks 
& Mayer,  1990 ; Kahlenberg,  2001 ; Ryan,  2000  ) . 
A number of studies have found that several 
dimensions of student composition—the average 
socioeconomic status of the students attending 
the school, the proportion of at-risk students (stu-
dents who get poor grades, cut classes, have dis-
cipline problems, or were retained) (Rumberger, 
 1995 ; Rumberger & Thomas,  2000  ) , the propor-
tion of racial or linguistic minorities (Rumberger, 
 1995 ; Sander,  2001  ) , the proportion of students 
who had changed schools or residences (Sander, 
 2001  )  , the proportion of students from non-tradi-
tional (not both parents) families—affect dropout 
rates above and beyond other school characteris-
tics (Bryk &Thum,  1989 ; McNeal,  1997 ; 
Rumberger,  1995 ; Rumberger & Palardy,  2005 ; 
Rumberger &Thomas,  2000 ; Sander,  2001  ) .  

   Structure 
 Several structural characteristics of schools con-
tribute to student performance—school location 
(whether the school is located in an urban, subur-
ban, or rural location), school size, and type of 
school (public comprehensive, public charter, 
and private). 

 Research evidence is inconsistent on the rela-
tionship between high school size and dropout or 
graduation rates. Some studies found that stu-
dents were more inclined to drop out of large 
(greater than 1,200 and less than 1,500 students) 
high schools (Lee & Burkam,  2003 ; Marsh,  1991 ; 
Rumberger &Palardy,  2005  )  other analyses found 
that students were less likely to drop out of large 
schools (Pirog & Magee,  1997 ; Rumberger & 
Thomas,  2000  ) ; and still others found that 
school size had no signifi cant effects (Bryk 
&Thum,  1989 ; Grogger,  1997 ; McNeal,  1997 ; 
Pittman & Haughwout,  1987 ; Rumberger,  1995 ; 
Sander,  2001 ; Van Dorn, Bowen, & Blau,  2006  ) . 
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One reason for the mixed effects is that the rela-
tionship between school size and student out-
comes may be non-linear, with middle-size 
schools (500–1,200 students) more effective than 
either small or large schools (Lee & Burkam, 
 2003  ) . Another reason is that there may be offset-
ting features of schools associated with size, with 
large schools offering more curriculum and pro-
gram options, but also having a poorer social cli-
mate (Pittman & Haughwout,  1987  ) . School size 
may have different and confl icting effects on dif-
ferent school outcomes; one recent study found 
larger schools had greater improvement in stu-
dent learning, perhaps because of curricular ben-
efi ts, but they also had higher dropout rates, 
perhaps because of poorer climate (Rumberger & 
Palardy,  2005  ) . 

 There is also mixed evidence on the effects of 
school type. Research has not found that private 
schools as a whole have consistently higher grad-
uation rates than public schools (Rumberger & 
Lim,  2008  ) , but the evidence is stronger that drop-
out rates are lower and graduation rates higher in 
Catholic schools, even after controlling for stu-
dent background characteristics and other school 
inputs (Evans & Schwab,  1995 ; Rumberger & 
Larson,  1998 ; Rumberger & Palardy,  2005 ; 
Rumberger & Thomas,  2000 ; Sander,  1997 ; 
Sander & Krautmann,  1995 ; Teachman, Paasch, 
& Carver,  1997  ) . Some of those studies also fi nd 
that the Catholic school effect is mediated by 
school practices, which further supports the claim 
that Catholic schools provide a more rigorous aca-
demic and supportive school environment com-
pared to public and other private schools (Coleman 
& Hoffer,  1987 ; Lee & Burkam,  2003 ; Rumberger 
& Palardy,  2005 ; Rumberger & Thomas,  2000  ) . 
Yet empirical studies have also found that students 
from private and Catholic schools typically trans-
fer to public schools instead of or before dropping 
out, meaning that student turnover rates in private 
schools are not statistically different than turnover 
rates in public schools (Lee & Burkam,  2003 ; 
Rumberger & Thomas,  2000  ) . 

 The research is also mixed on the effective-
ness of charter schools—publicly funded schools 
run by for-profi t and non-profi t organizations 
largely free from public school regulations. 
A 2008 review of 14 studies as well as several 

recent large-scale studies have found that some 
charter schools outperform public schools and 
some do not (Betts & Tang,  2008 ; Center for 
Research on Education Outcomes (CREDO), 
 2009 ; Gleason, Clark, Tuttle, & Dwoyer,  2010 ; 
Zimmer et al.,  2009  ) , although one of the studies 
found that in Florida and Chicago “attending a 
charter high school is associated with statistically 
signifi cant and substantial increases in the prob-
ability of graduating and attending college” 
(Zimmer et al.,  2009 , pp. xii–xv).  

   Resources 
 Another area of considerable debate concerns the 
extent to which school resources contribute to 
school effectiveness (Greenwald, Hedges, & 
Laine,  1996 ; Hanushek,  1989,   1994,   1997 ; 
Hanushek & Jorgenson,  1996 ; Hedges, Laine, & 
Greenwald,  1994  ) . A number of studies have 
examined the relationship between various types 
of school resources—average expenditures per 
pupil, teacher salaries, the number of students 
per teacher, and measures of teacher quality, such 
as the percentage of teachers with advanced 
degrees—and dropout or graduation rates. Over-
all, relatively few studies in Rumberger and Lim’s 
review found signifi cant effects (Rumberger & 
Lim,  2008 , Table 3). Several additional studies 
that used district- and state-level data, along with 
more sophisticated statistical techniques to better 
control for unobserved factors, found that higher 
per-pupil expenditures or higher teacher salaries 
were associated with lower dropout rates (Li, 
 2007 ; Loeb & Page,  2000 ; Warren, Jenkins, & 
Kulick,  2006  ) . For example, one study that used a 
more sophisticated model of teacher salaries, 
which took into account the non-monetary job 
characteristics and alternative employment oppor-
tunities in the local job market (what economists 
refer to as “opportunity costs”), found that raising 
teacher wages by 10% reduced high school drop-
out rates by 3–4% (Loeb & Page,  2000  ) .  

   Practices 
 School policies and practices affect student persis-
tence in two ways. One way is through policies 
and practices that lead to students’ disengaging 
from school and eventual  voluntary  withdrawal—
either dropping out or transferring—from school. 
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The other way is through policies and conscious 
decisions that cause students to  involuntarily  with-
draw from school through suspensions, expulsions, 
or forced transfers (Bowditch,  1993 ; Fine,  1986, 
  1991  ) . Some scholars argue that the social rela-
tionships or ties among students, parents, teachers, 
and administrators—which have been character-
ized as  social resources  or  social capital —are a 
key component of effective and improving schools 
(Ancess,  2003 ; Bryk & Schneider,  2002 ; Elmore, 
 2004 ; Hoy, Tarter, & Hoy,  2006  ) . 

 A number of indicators of school practices 
have been shown to infl uence dropout and gradu-
ation rates. One study, which created a single 
composite indicator of school climate from stu-
dent responses to questions about various aspects 
of the school, such as school loyalty and student 
behavior (i.e., fi ghting, cutting class), found that 
a positive school climate reduced the likelihood 
of dropping out, net of other factors (Worrell & 
Hale,  2001  ) . Another study found that schools 
with higher attendance rates, a school-level mea-
sure of student engagement—had lower dropout 
rates (Rumberger & Thomas,  2000  ) . Several 
studies found that students were less likely to 
drop out if they attended schools with a stronger 
academic climate, as measured by more students 
in the academic track (versus general or voca-
tional) or taking academic courses, and students 
reporting more hours of homework—another 
school-level measure of engagement (Bryk & 
Thum,  1989 ; Lee & Burkam,  2003 ; Rumberger 
& Palardy,  2005  ) . Some studies have found that 
students were more likely to drop out in schools 
with a poor disciplinary climate, as measured by 
student reports of student disruptions in class or 
discipline problems in the school (Pittman,  1991 ; 
Rumberger,  1995 ; Rumberger & Palardy,  2005  ) , 
or in schools where students reported feeling 
unsafe (Bryk & Thum,  1989 ; Pittman,  1991 ; 
Rumberger,  1995 ; Rumberger & Palardy,  2005  ) . 
Several studies have found that positive relation-
ships between students and teachers—an aspect 
of school social capital—reduced the risk of 
dropping out, especially among high-risk stu-
dents (Croninger & Lee,  2001 ; Rumberger & 
Palardy,  2005  ) .    

   Summary and Conclusion 

 Understanding why students drop out of high 
school is critical for informing efforts to address 
this critical educational problem. Our review of 
conceptual models of dropping out and of the 
empirical research literature leads to several con-
clusions about why students drop out. 

 First, no single factor can completely account 
for a student’s decision to continue in school until 
graduation. Just as students themselves report a 
variety of reasons for quitting school, the research 
literature also identifi es a number of salient fac-
tors that appear to infl uence the decision. 

 Second, the decision to drop out is not simply a 
result of what happens in school. Clearly, students’ 
behavior and performance in school infl uence 
their decision to stay or leave. But students’ activi-
ties and behaviors outside of school—particularly 
engaging in deviant and criminal behavior—also 
infl uence their likelihood of remaining in school. 

 Third, dropping out is more of a process than 
an event. For many students, the process begins in 
early elementary school. A number of long-term 
studies that tracked groups of students from pre-
school or early elementary school through the end 
of high school were able to identify early indica-
tors that could signifi cantly predict whether stu-
dents were likely to drop out or fi nish high school. 
The two most consistent indicators were early 
academic performance and students’ academic 
and social engagement (behaviors) in school. 

 Fourth, contexts matter. The research litera-
ture has identifi ed a number of factors within 
families, schools, and communities that affect 
whether students are likely to drop out or gradu-
ate from high school. These include access to not 
only fi scal and material resources, but also social 
resources in the form of supportive relationships 
in families, schools, and communities. 

 Finally, there is no single model that fully 
explains the dropout process for all dropouts. 
Rather, because students drop out of school for 
different reasons, some factors are more salient 
for some students than for others. For example, 
boys are more likely to drop out because of 
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behavior problems, while girls are more likely to 
“silently” disengage from school by skipping 
class or being absent. 

 One implication of this review is that there 
are numerous leverage points for addressing the 
problem of high dropout rates. Clearly, early 
intervention in preschool and early elementary 
school is warranted. Rigorous experimental 
evaluations have proven that high quality pre-
school programs and small classes in early ele-
mentary school improve high school graduation 
rates (Barnett & Belfi eld,  2006 ; Finn, Gerber, & 
Boyd-Zaharias,  2005  ) . Such programs are also 
cost-effective—they generate two to four dollars 
in economic benefi ts for every dollar invested 
(Belfi eld & Levin,  2007  ) . But there are other 
leverage points as well. Even high school is not 
too late—both small programs serving a limited 
number of high-risk students and comprehensive 
school reform models have been proven to 
improve graduation rates (Ibid.).       
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  Abstract 

 This chapter describes how internal high school reforms can be aimed at 
six different dimensions of student motivation and engagement. Students 
will respond to more accessible immediate rewards such as good grades 
and teacher praise when high schools improve with focused extra help for 
needy students and other interventions to narrow skill gaps or recognize 
individual progress. Students will benefi t from embedded intrinsic interest 
in their school program when innovations are introduced to challenge their 
minds and creativity. Students will fi nd more functional relevance in their 
studies when high schools integrate academic and career education. 
Students will enjoy a more positive interpersonal climate for learning 
when high schools use smaller learning communities with teacher teams 
and advisors. Students will fi nd opportunities to exercise their own per-
sonal nonacademic talents when schools provide more diverse electives 
and extracurricular activities. Students will feel more connected to shared 
communal norms when high schools practice fair disciplinary procedures 
and provide for some shared decision-making. Different combinations and 
sequences of high school reforms are discussed in terms of implementa-
tion strategies and the interactions of the six dimensions of student moti-
vation and engagement. High school reform can be aimed at either the 
external constraints and incentives for school improvement or the internal 
conditions for student engagement and learning. This chapter puts reforms 
of the internal conditions in the context of alternative strategies for improv-
ing American high schools and examines six different aspects of student 
engagement in high school and how specifi c internal reform efforts can 
activate and maximize each component.    
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   External    and Internal Conditions 
of High School Reform 

 Most high school reform proposals focus on the 
external conditions that set the boundaries and 
incentives for improved student achievement 
(Clark,  2009  ) , when changes within the school 
and classroom walls can be more closely linked 
to student engagement with their school program 
and their motivation to learn (American Youth 
Policy Forum,  2000 ; National Association of 
Secondary School Principals,  1996,   2002 ; 
National Research Council and the Institute of 
Medicine,  2004  ) . 

 External conditions for reforms include paren-
tal choice of public or charter schools, high stan-
dards of curriculum coverage and associated 
achievement testing, direct accountability of 
school principals and teachers for student suc-
cess, and the reallocation of fi nancial resources to 
schools with different student populations and 
needs. While these issues of school governance, 
parental choice, district teacher and union pre-
rogatives, assessments and their consequences, 
and curriculum coverage can set the terms and 
incentives for how different adult interests and 
stakeholders may address high school reform, 
evidence is still weak connecting them to actual 
improvements in student outcomes. In contrast to 
such external policy levers, students themselves 
are more likely to be responsive to how the rela-
tionships and daily learning activities within their 
schools and classrooms are presented. Indeed, 
high school reforms will touch student motiva-
tion and engagement only when their proximate 
learning environment is improved. 

   Motivation and Engagement 

 We make a distinction between student motiva-
tion and engagement according to the timing rel-
ative to a particular event or activity. Student 
motivation occurs before participation as a 
 precursor to the actual experience. It involves 
students’ anticipations in terms of potential enjoy-
ment, challenge, or usefulness. A student will be 

positively motivated if he or she looks forward to 
the experience and expects to do well and benefi t 
from the participation. On the other hand, a stu-
dent may have no prior attitudes going into an 
experience or may approach it in negative ways 
such as fear of failure or unpleasant outcomes. 
There are numerous ways that student motivation 
may develop the expectations about a new oppor-
tunity or challenge, including from past experi-
ences in similar situations, through formal or 
informal preparatory activities, or by way of social 
infl uences from friends or those in authority. 

 Student engagement occurs during the actual 
experience of an activity or event. Engagement is 
positive when the individual fi nds the experience 
to be enjoyable, is successful in meeting the 
demands and fulfi lling the roles, or appreciates 
the value to be derived for personal goals and ful-
fi llment. Student engagement can sometimes be a 
mixed bag of both positive and negative dimen-
sions with a particular experience, where the net 
balance can determine whether the individual 
persists in the activity with strong energy or grad-
ually withdraws emotionally or physically. 

 Student motivation and engagement can inter-
act in different ways. An individual who 
approaches a task or activity with strong positive 
motivation will be more alert to seek out and 
appreciate those positive aspects of actual partici-
pation that can result in powerful engagement for 
high energy and sustained commitment. On the 
other hand, a well-motivated student’s expecta-
tions may be either disappointed or frustrated 
when the actual experience occurs, so engage-
ment is weak and future motivation is threatened. 

 At the same time, strong positive student 
engagement need not assume a parallel positive 
motivation going into the activity. A student with-
out any vivid preconceptions can take the experi-
ence on its own terms and decide to become 
positively engaged or not depending upon how 
well the actual activities offer satisfactions, can 
be handled successfully, or excite other worth-
while payoffs. Even a student who approaches an 
activity with negative motivation by expecting 
diffi culties or punishments may be pleasantly 
surprised that the participation itself proves to 
be the opposite and becomes engaged with 
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the enjoyment, fulfi llment or follow-up benefi ts 
actually experienced.  

   Framework of Reforms 
and Engagement 

 We will use a framework of six dimensions of 
student motivation and engagement that can be 
activated by certain high school reforms that 
either prepare students for or offer them actual 
opportunities to experience different sources of 
satisfaction, stimulation, or benefi ts. 

 We will consider how high school reforms can 
address six dimensions of student motivation and 
engagement:
    1.    Immediate rewards for school work are made 

more accessible for all students, such as good 
grades, respect and recognition from teachers, 
and timely grade promotions and graduation.  

    2.    Intrinsic interest is embedded in more learn-
ing tasks, so students get a sense of accom-
plishment and self-improvement from their 
classroom activities.  

    3.    Functional relevance of the curriculum and 
program of studies is strengthened, so students 
appreciate how working hard at their studies 
can pay off for personal interests and career 
goals.  

    4.    A positive climate for learning with good 
adult-student relationships is established, so 
students look forward to coming to school 
each day in a safe, serious, and sensitive 
environment.  

    5.    Personal nonacademic strengths are explored 
and reinforced at school, so that the full range 
of human talents can also fl ourish in high 
school along with the strictly academic sub-
jects and pursuits.  

    6.    A positive climate of trust in school gover-
nance and fairness of disciplinary rules exists, 
so students feel part of a shared community 
with appropriate responsibilities and decision-
making opportunities.     
 Table  25.1  outlines the kinds of high school 

reforms we will discuss that are associated 
with each dimension of student motivation or 
engagement.  

 We will use examples from the Talent 
Development High School model, a comprehen-
sive reform approach developed at Johns Hopkins 
University, to show how different organizational, 
instructional, and governance improvements 
relate to dimensions of student motivation and 
engagement.   

   Immediate Rewards for School 
Success Become Accessible 
to All Students 

 The biggest barrier to students’ engagement with 
their high school program is likely to be their 
failure to obtain good or even passing grades in 
their courses and the other immediate rewards 
attached to success at school work. Missing out 
on the positive incentives of good course grades 
can become accompanied by absence of teacher’s 

   Table 25.1    Dimensions of student engagement and asso-
ciated high school reforms   

 Dimension of 
student motivation 
or engagement    Associated high school reforms 

 1.  Accessible 
Immediate 
Awards 

 –  Different course sequences 
without tracking 

 – Levels of focused extra help 
 –  Multiple criteria for grades and 

recognition 
 2.  Embedded 

Intrinsic 
Interest 

 –  Thinking skills for problem 
solving and infl uence 

 –  Content literacy and disciplinary 
thinking 

 – Project-based learning 
 3.  Direct 

Functional 
Relevance 

 – Career Academies or majors 
 –  Integration of academic and 

career education 
 4.  Positive 

Interpersonal 
Climate 

 – Small learning communities 
 – Interdisciplinary teacher teams 
 – Adult mentors and advisors 

 5.  Alternative 
Talent 
Development 

 –  Career and nonacademic skill 
explorations 

 – Elective courses 
 – Extracurricular activities 

 6.  Shared 
Communal 
Engagement 

 – Firm and fair rules 
 –  Student participation in 

decision-making 
 – Trust and self-regulating norms 
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esteem for the student, unwelcome pressure from 
home, and lower status from some peers. Repeated 
failures in their courses can leave students in a 
state of learned helplessness, where they believe 
that they will not be able to improve no matter 
how hard they try (Mark,  1983  ) . When course 
failures build up, the negative consequences of 
being left back to repeat a grade in high school 
often leads to dropping out, the ultimate case 
of student disengagement. Research on Philadel-
phia data indicated that students who failed 
English in the sixth grade were 42% less likely to 
graduate than students who did not fail English. 
Students who failed math in sixth grade were 
54% less likely to graduate (Balfanz, Herzog, & 
Mac Iver,  2007  ) . 

 But even when students manage to get by with 
mostly low grades, the daily struggle to keep up 
with the school learning standards can be a sig-
nifi cant source of discouragement and alienation. 
Each time these struggling students put some 
effort to manage the material in their class they 
are often presented with poor grades for their 
efforts. Within a behavioral learning theory view, 
following the Operant Conditioning framework 
of B.F. Skinner, the poor grades serve as a pun-
ishment for not turning in work at the level of the 
other students in the class (Skinner,  1953  ) . 
Punishments work to decrease the behavior pre-
ceding the punishments. Therefore, poor grades 
will decrease the behavior of the students, which, 
in this case is trying to honestly complete an 
assignment. After their efforts are paired with the 
consequence of bad grades often enough, they 
will eventually change their behavior to avoid 
feeling bad about receiving poor grades. This can 
show up as weak daily attendance, as struggling 
students choose to avoid the negative experi-
ences of being a weak student. Instead of always 
receiving poor grades as a consequence of try-
ing, teachers should be setting up types of posi-
tive reinforcement for even small attempts at 
understanding their course material. By giving 
these students time to understand the material 
and by giving opportunities to show their under-
standing of the material in multiple ways, their 
attempts at understanding will be reinforced 
rather than punished. As positive reinforcements 

increase, students will place more value on these 
immediate incentives and their pursuit. 

 Three high school reforms are approaches to 
make immediate school success and the associ-
ated good grades and positive esteem as a learner 
more accessible to every student. Students’ 
chances of doing well at school work to earn pos-
itive immediate rewards can be improved both by 
more transitional courses as preparation for high-
standards requirements and also by focused extra 
help when needed to pass high-standards courses. 
In addition, grading practices themselves may be 
modifi ed to reward elements of student success 
that now go unrecognized. 

   Transitional Preparation Courses 
Without Tracking 

 Many students enter high school poorly prepared 
for a high-standards curriculum. They are not 
ready for Algebra in mathematics and classic 
novels and plays in English, as well as demand-
ing content in history and science. In the past, 
high schools used program tracking to deal with 
student diversity of prior preparations. Under 
tracking, only selected students would enter an 
Academic or College Preparatory program with 
all high-standards course offerings. Those stu-
dents who did not qualify for the top track would 
enter a Vocational or Business program where 
many occupational courses took up the schedule, 
or a General program where less demanding aca-
demic courses were taken, such as Consumer 
Math instead of Algebra and Remedial English 
emphasizing basic grammar skills rather than lit-
erature appreciation. But such comprehensive 
program tracking is no longer part of educational 
policy, since limited exposure to a challenging 
curriculum has been shown to be a major fac-
tor in poor student achievement test scores and 
is seen as an unfair lack of equal educational 
opportunities (Lucas,  1999 ; Oakes, Gamoran, & 
Page,  1992  ) . Further, tracking has been shown 
to exacerbate racial and ethnic achievement 
gaps (Burris, Wiley, Welner, & Murphy,  2008 ; 
Chambers, Hugins, & Scheurich,  2009 ; Gamoran, 
Nystrand, Berends, & LePore,  1995  ) . 
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 Yet, the problems of major student differences 
in academic preparation for high school remain, 
with the prospects for extensive student course 
failures when a high-standards curriculum is 
required for all (Balfanz, McPartland, & Shaw, 
 2002  ) . A reform is to revise the curriculum sched-
uling so needy students can get more class time 
to succeed at the required high-standards courses, 
often with transition courses to address prerequi-
site skill gaps taken before the required courses 
are attempted (Balfanz et al.,  2002  ) . 

 This approach is often called the “double 
dose” of math or English courses, where twice as 
much time is scheduled in these core academic 
subjects. The extra time can include a “transi-
tion” course that precedes and prepares students 
for success in the required courses, or added time 
can “stretch” the required course time itself so a 
teacher can interrupt with background learning 
when necessary or adjust to the actual learning 
pace of the class. Research has found small posi-
tive benefi ts on student learning gains and course 
pass rates from adding transition courses or from 
increasing the time to cover a core course 
(Gamoran, Porter, Smithson, & White,  1997  ) . 
Another study to compare transition courses with 
stretch courses in algebra is underway with early 
indications that both approaches have similar 
benefi cial effects on success in algebra grades 
and achievement tests, while students receiving 
transition-course experiences had the highest 
gain in general math skills and knowledge (Neild, 
Byrnes, & Sweet,  2010  ) . 

 One example of using transition courses is the 
Talent Development High School reform model. 
This model was initially developed in 1992 in 
Baltimore and Philadelphia high schools and is 
currently used in more than 120 sites across 
America to provide double doses of time in math 
and English for most students in ninth, tenth, and 
eleventh grades. Using an extended period block 
schedule of 90 daily class minutes in each subject 
throughout the school year, a transition course is 
offered in the fi rst 18-week term to prepare for the 
high standards required course in the second term. 
In mathematics, pre-algebra and pre-geometry 
courses have been developed as fi rst-term transi-
tional offerings that establish a fi rm foundation of 

both the conceptual understandings and procedural 
fl uencies that are the prerequisites for success 
in the high-standards requirements. In English, 
the transition course takes into account students’ 
current reading levels by using high-interest low-
frustration novels, short stories, and nonfi ction to 
practice comprehension strategies before, during, 
and after reading. A study of ten matched pairs of 
high schools in Philadelphia found statistically 
signifi cant positive benefi ts from transition courses 
on ninth grade students’ mathematics achievement 
gains with a 10% decrease in students scoring 
below basic on their eleventh grade scores on the 
Pennsylvania System of School Assessment com-
pared to a 4% decrease in control schools (Kemple, 
Herlihy, & Smith,  2005  ) . An evaluation of the 
ninth grade transition courses in English with 64 
high schools across the nation showed a statisti-
cally signifi cant moderate positive relationship 
between implementation quality of the program 
and reading comprehension gains over a school 
year (Davis & McPartland,  2009  ) . 

 Since not all students or all schools may need 
a transition course in high school math or English, 
there are concerns that this approach is just 
another form of unfair tracking when students are 
separated into groups with different need levels. 
But no student is being withheld from the oppor-
tunity to learn the same high-standards math or 
English curriculum, which is the usual defi nition 
of program tracking. The grouping of students 
for transition courses is aimed to give all a better 
chance to succeed at high standards after prepara-
tion gaps are fi rst addressed. Moreover, when an 
entire school is scheduled with double-dose offer-
ings in English and math, because all students 
can profi t from the transition courses, there 
should be no stigma as in other tracking. Still, the 
issues of heterogeneous or homogeneous student 
groupings can still remain, when some class-
rooms enroll more far-behind students to better 
focus the transition preparations. Some studies 
indicate lower achievement expectations of both 
teachers and students are inevitable in classrooms 
where poorly prepared students predominate 
(Hallinan,  1990 ; Oakes et al.,  1992 ; Slavin, 
 1990  ) , but other research shows nevertheless that 
skill gaps can be signifi cantly narrowed or closed 
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when needy students are gathered together for 
additional focused “catch up” classes (Balfanz, 
Legters, & Jordan,  2004 ; Gamoran,  1992,   1993  ) .  

   Levels of Focused Extra Help 

 The double-dose transition-course approach is one 
instance of a more general reform strategy using 
different levels of student intervention based upon 
earlier indicators of specifi c student needs. Often 
discussed as an example of “response to interven-
tion” (RTI) that was developed in special educa-
tion programs (Duffy,  2007  ) , high schools are 
being reformed to offer different levels and inten-
sities of help to students with various academic 
and behavioral needs. It is a strategy to help all 
students achieve the immediate rewards of good 
school work by dealing directly with the individ-
ual needs that may stand in the way of success at 
school (U.S. General Accounting Offi ce,  1993  ) . 

 This approach can be aimed at preventing high 
school dropouts, the ultimate stage of student dis-
engagement, where learning diffi culties in aca-
demic courses are only one potential problem 
source that needs to be addressed. Dropout risks 
also include students with poor attendance habits, 
disciplinary problems, and personal issues of 
immaturity, weak sense of personal responsibil-
ity, low self-confi dence as a learner, or interfer-
ences with school work from outside issues of 
substance abuse or serious family problems 
(Roderick & Camburn,  1999  ) . 

 A high school reform model that uses early 
warning signs from elementary and middle grades 
to prescribe the levels of extra help needed by dif-
ferent students is the Diplomas Now approach 
currently being evaluated in multiple sets of 
schools across the country. Diplomas now defi nes 
three different levels of support for needy students 
and draws extra resources from volunteer and 
community agencies to address particular student 
issues and to provide more intensive support. 

 The fi rst level of support is school-wide inter-
ventions for large segments of the student enroll-
ment that come poorly prepared for high school 
success. Diplomas Now combines the school-
wide high school reform program developed 

under the Talent Development model, with extra 
services from two existing national school sup-
port entities, City Year and Communities in 
Schools. With fi nancial support from a large fed-
eral Investing in Innovation (i3) grant, Diplomas 
Now will be implemented in 65 high schools with 
middle school feeders across America in 2010 
through 2015. Diplomas Now draws upon the 
Talent Development model to provide a double-
dose curriculum and interdisciplinary teams of 
teachers sharing the same student group for 
improving attendance and discipline. 

 The second level of intervention is for smaller 
subsets of students who receive small group 
interventions to address academic or other per-
sonal diffi culties. For example, at this level, a 
“triple dose” of academic interventions is used, 
such as a pull-out course for remedial math or 
English having a small class enrollment and using 
different instructional interventions like comput-
ers or project-based learning. Likewise, a small 
group intervention can be used to improve stu-
dents’ coping skills where they have had serious 
disciplinary encounters, or to shape behavior 
where substance abuse is a serious problem. 

 The third level of intervention is at the indi-
vidual level, where help needs to be very focused 
and intense because of the seriousness of aca-
demic or personal needs. For example, tutoring 
in word attack skills may address an unusual high 
school student need that stands in the way of 
good reading. Or personal counseling to fi nd 
direction and enhance personal responsibility and 
positive choices may be unavoidable for certain 
troubled youth.  

   Enhancing Criteria for Grades 
and Recognition 

 High school students’ positive behaviors may go 
unmeasured and unrewarded, especially when 
the conventional basis for course grades and pub-
lic recognition leaves many without sources of 
pride for future engagement. 

 The conventional way of assigning course 
grades in US schools is to record how well a stu-
dent ranks in class or performs relative to an 
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absolute standard in the subject, which leaves 
many students who are consistently below aver-
age with little chance for high marks and the asso-
ciated positive recognitions. Many students’ 
positive motivation and engagement must surely 
suffer under a grading system that leaves little 
room for top rewards except to those who can beat 
all the rest in class rank or national norms. But 
these same low-ranking students are frequently 
learning well in terms of progressing in knowl-
edge and skills across the term, without any indi-
cation at report card time of these accomplishments. 
Even their teachers may not appreciate these stu-
dents’ efforts and results when at grading time all 
attention is to standing in class or meeting very 
high standards. So while a conventional grade tells 
a student where he or she stands according to an 
acknowledged standard (which is useful informa-
tion), it will not serve as a source of motivation for 
those who have little chance even with heroic 
efforts to signifi cantly move up in class. For sure, 
just avoiding a course failure is an incentive for 
some students, but school reforms to give every 
student a realistic chance of a top grade should 
offer a stronger incentive to all students’ efforts. 

 Some high schools are attempting more 
responsive grading, by adding a progress score or 
an effort score to the usual skills grade. The prog-
ress score is to reward growth in course skills 
from the individual student’s own starting point 
so gains in knowledge and skills from the begin-
ning of the term will be recognized. Even if a stu-
dent does not move up in class rank or has yet to 
meet a high achievement standard, a good prog-
ress score should motivate a student with the rec-
ognition that he or she has improved themselves 
over the time of the course. Likewise, a good 
effort score for a student who attends every day, 
completes the assignments, and tries hard to learn 
can be earned by anyone regardless of the 
achievement standing in class, and may have a 
positive effect on motivation. 

 Meta-analytic research on extrinsic motivation 
has indicated that responsive rewards, such as 
progress scores, can increase intrinsic motivation 
for uninteresting tasks (Cameron, Banko, & 
Pierce,  2001 ; Deci, Koestner, & Ryan,  1999  )  and 
for interesting activities when “participants are 

verbally praised for their work, when tangible 
rewards are presented in an informational  manner, 
when rewards signify competence at an activity, 
and when the rewards are offered and given 
for achieving performance standards or goal” 
(Cameron et al.,  2005 , p. 642). The reason rewards 
presented in this manner could potentially 
increase motivation is because they help children 
form or maintain their self-effi cacy for a task. If 
recognition and praise is given for meeting small 
tasks, self-effi cacy may increase and the student 
may try a more diffi cult task in the future. 

 Teachers can use different behavioral and sub-
jective indicators for progress or effort grades, 
including parallel tests at the start and end of a 
marking period, records on good attendance and 
completed assignments, as well as judgments 
from students’ performance in class or in confer-
ences with the teacher. But the progress or effort 
scores should be separately added grades so they 
can highlight and reward individual student 
accomplishments, rather than combined together 
in a single grade including class achievement 
standing which muddles the message and dilutes 
the potential rewards. Research remains limited 
on the practical approaches for more responsive 
grading and the effects on student engagement. 
But since immediate rewards for classwork can 
be so motivating for students, developing more 
responsive grading practices where all students 
can earn positive recognition seems to be a prom-
ising new direction (Trumbull & Farr,  2000  ) .   

   Increase Intrinsic Interest 
of School Work 

 Students will be more engaged in learning tasks 
that are inherently satisfying rather than the more 
mundane drill and practice exercise to master 
individual skills. For example, a student who 
enjoys reading mystery novels in her spare time 
is motivated primarily from the enjoyment of 
reading these books and not from an outside 
infl uence, such as for a school grade or to impress 
her teacher. This enjoyment will still be present 
even when reading a mystery novel is a school 
task. This enjoyment and motivation that comes 



522 M.H. Davis and J.M. McPartland

from within a person is called intrinsic motiva-
tion (Cordova & Lepper,  1996 ; Eccles & Wigfi eld, 
 2002 ; Ryan & Deci,  2000  ) . Activities will be 
more intrinsically motivating when a student is 
using skills that bring pleasure in themselves, 
such as using the mind to solve a challenging 
problem or to create a novel product, or when a 
student is responsible for a project from begin-
ning to end that has an outcome to be proud of. In 
these cases, a student will be working not so 
much to earn a good grade as to learn or improve 
oneself for his or her own sake. High intrinsic 
motivation for academic tasks leads to increases 
in learning and academic achievement (Fredricks, 
Blumenfeld, & Paris,  2004  ) . 

 Students who are intrinsically motivated in a 
task are more likely to set mastery goals as 
opposed to performance goals. Mastery goals are 
made by students who want to learn and improve 
their abilities and who are not as concerned about 
what others think of their performance as they are 
learning (Pintrich & Schunk,  2002  ) . They see the 
end result of an academic task as increased 
knowledge or skills. Performance goals, how-
ever, are made by those who want to look good 
for others and get good grades. Although a student 
may have a mix of both of these goals, mastery 
goals are more related to help seeking, deep strat-
egy use, and confi dence (Midgley,  2001  ) . To sup-
port mastery goals, teachers need to  de-emphasize 
the importance of grades and have a classroom 
climate that supports, rather than punishes,  student 
mistakes and errors as they attempt to learn diffi -
cult material in their classrooms. 

 Three examples illustrate instructional reforms 
that should bring more intrinsic interest to school 
work: teaching for conceptual understanding; 
distinguishing disciplinary thinking in each sub-
ject, and project-based learning. 

   Teaching for Conceptual 
Understanding 

 In recent years, curriculum specialists in both 
English and mathematics have been arguing about 
the proper instructional emphasis between proce-
dural knowledge and conceptual understanding 

in each subject. Sometimes called the “reading 
wars” or the “math wars,” strong opinions have 
been held on each side of the issue. In early read-
ing, proponents of phonics-based instruction 
where mastery of word attack skills are empha-
sized have confl icted with whole language advo-
cates who recommend immersing young readers 
in real books to learn as they enjoy the experi-
ences. In mathematics, one side urges an instruc-
tional concentration on basic arithmetic and other 
operational skills including memorizing multipli-
cation tables and fraction-percent equivalencies, 
while others recommend an emphasis on under-
standing core concepts through discovery activi-
ties, so that students understand the ratio basis for 
thinking when working with fractions rather than 
the counting framework for whole number arith-
metic, for example. The outcome of these dis-
agreements is important for student engagement 
as well as for learning, since the mental chal-
lenges of conceptual understanding should be 
more intrinsically motivating. 

 A balance of both instructional elements is 
now emerging among high school reformers in 
both English and mathematics. A middle ground 
to the reading wars, balanced literacy instruction, 
is becoming more accepted where basic word 
attack skills as well as comprehension strategies 
are being taught (National Reading Panel,  2000 ; 
Pressley,  1998,   2000  ) . A similar phenomenon has 
occurred in high school math to encourage the 
math educator not to overly focus on basic math 
skills without an emphasis on thinking and prob-
lem solving (National Council of Teachers of 
Mathematics,  2009  ) . 

 In high school reading instruction, reading fl u-
ency to process text with ease and automaticity is 
being developed by giving students regular oppor-
tunities for extensive reading, often of books of 
their own choice. This should appeal to students’ 
intrinsic motivation by offering enjoyable learn-
ing experiences where each individual can take 
some initiative. Reading comprehension instruc-
tion teaches students to actively think along with 
the author and to regularly check for understand-
ing with corrective strategies. This has potential 
for intrinsic satisfaction by challenging students to 
use their minds while reading, including making 
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proper inferences to fully appreciate an author’s 
intentions and to be an active participant in under-
standing the material. 

 In high school mathematics instruction, stu-
dents are still expected to remember basic facts 
and formulas but primarily as tools for mathe-
matical reasoning and problem solving. Even 
when they do not immediately recognize the 
algorithm to apply with a math problem, students 
learn how to get started toward a solution with 
various thinking strategies. Students will learn 
how to use handheld calculators and other tech-
nologies, but also to have the mental estimation 
skills to determine whether they have arrived at a 
reasonable answer. Students will build their con-
fi dence that they can reason as a mathematician 
to frame a formulation that uses the symbolic lan-
guage and tools to model a complex process or to 
solve an interesting problem. Intrinsic motivation 
should be strong for these learning experiences 
that challenge the mind and encourage analytic 
thinking (National Research Council,  2000  ) .  

   Disciplinary Thinking 

 High school reformers are also recommending 
that instruction in each of the core academic sub-
jects plays close attention to the unique disciplin-
ary thinking of each case, so the intrinsic interest 
becomes clear (Newman,  1992 ; Nystrand & 
Gamoran,  1992 ; Resnick,  2010  ) . Students in his-
tory should not only learn the events and 
sequences of important periods, but also how his-
torians use primary sources to make judgments 
about causations and long-term consequences in 
writing historic narratives (Brown,  2009 ; 
Lattimer,  2008  ) . Likewise, science students need 
to learn major processes and laws of nature, but 
at the same time understand how scientists com-
bine empirical evidence with alternative theories 
to advance knowledge at different points of time 
(Zimmerman,  2007  ) . Literature and writing 
classes should help students grow in their appre-
ciation of the writer’s craft within the various 
genres of fi ction and forms of nonfi ction, so that 
their own writing can improve for different goals 
and audiences. Mathematics students should 

learn how the symbolic language and reasoning 
tools can be applied in problem formulation and 
solutions (   Kilpatrick,  2001 ; Yore, Pimm, & Tuan, 
 2007  ) . Intrinsic motivation should be strength-
ened when students assume the role of specialists 
in each discipline and appreciate the unique dis-
course and thinking patterns of each subject. 

 The centrality of disciplinary thinking has also 
recently emerged in “content literacy,” with 
instruction on how to read for understanding in 
each of the major subjects (Heller & Greenleaf, 
 2007 ; Lee & Spratley,  2010 ; Shanahan & 
Shanahan,  2008  ) . Besides teaching students use-
ful strategies to use in all subjects before, during, 
and after reading, it is important for them to learn 
how the text structures and presentation of infor-
mation refl ect the unique discourse patterns and 
disciplinary aspects of each separate subject. 
Upgrading instruction in each subject to include 
disciplinary thinking should enhance the intrinsic 
motivation for learning. When students are 
expected to use their minds as an expert would in 
each subject and to participate in relevant thinking 
activities, the learning challenges should be more 
exciting and satisfying as they are mastered.  

   Project-Based Learning 

 Project-based learning is also a growing feature 
under high school reforms, where students learn 
by conducting an extended interdisciplinary proj-
ect. These projects are meant to be authentic, 
complex problem-solving tasks (Bell,  2010 ; 
Blumenfeld et al.,  1991  ) . The need for authentic 
tasks dates back to Dewey’s philosophy on learn-
ing through practical experiences. 

 Project-based learning can take many forms. 
Sometimes students work in teams to complete a 
project, but individual project assignments are 
also used (Johnson & Johnson,  1985  ) . The length 
from beginning to end of a project can also vary 
from 1 or 2 days to a couple of weeks or more. 
The product of a project may be a written out-
come, a performance or presentation, a business 
enterprise or simulation, or a construction using 
artistic or practical materials. The content of a 
project may be an application or example from a 
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single subject such as science, history, literature, 
or mathematics or a combination of disciplinary 
contributions to the fi nal product. Students can be 
part of the selection of the driving question or 
problem as well as determining the nature of the 
fi nal product. Studies on project-based learning 
show a benefi t of this approach for standardized 
and state assessments (Geier et al.,  2008  ) . 

 The instructional benefi ts of applying disci-
plinary skills and tools for a practical outcome 
also contribute to the intrinsic motivation appeals. 
Student should draw satisfaction from a task that 
demonstrates the actual usefulness of one or more 
of their academic courses. 

 The project task itself and outcome also has 
intrinsic motivation components (Blumenfeld 
et al.,  1991  ) . An individual who works through a 
complex sequence of connected activities should 
derive satisfaction from the mature planning and 
coordination required. Also, producing an end 
product can deliver a sense of accomplishment 
and pride that is often a defi ning characteristic of 
intrinsic motivation. Many projects involve col-
laboration which is motivating for some students. 
Finally, since project-based instruction should be 
student-based, students have the opportunity to 
make choices and have more control over their 
learning which is more motivating than teacher-
directed activities (Deci & Ryan,  1987  ) . Students’ 
intrinsic motivation for a project, however, will 
depend to an extent on their teacher’s intrinsic 
motivation during project-based learning (Lam, 
Cheng, & Ma,  2009  ) . Teachers need to constantly 
monitor and support motivation throughout a 
lengthy project.   

   Functional Relevance of Learning 

 School work will also be more engaging for high 
school students when it is clearly connected to an 
individual’s personal long-range goals or when it 
feeds into current personal concerns and coping 
skills (Schneider & Stevenson,  1999  ) . The rele-
vance of school work for a student’s long-run or 
short-run needs should be explicit or easily under-
stood to have most value for increased student 
engagement. Motivational psychologists say that 

a task has “utility value” when a person under-
stands how a task will help him or her reach their 
goals (Eccles & Wigfi eld,  2002 ; Eccles, Wigfi eld, 
& Schiefele,  1998  ) . If the “utility value” of the 
task is strong, the person will value the outcome 
of the task greatly and will put in more effort. 

 Compare a student who is always asking his 
or her teachers “Why are you making us learn 
this stuff?” to one who has chosen a program of 
studies because it makes sense for personal career 
goals and interests. In the fi rst case, engagement 
with learning will be weak because no useful 
connection is readily seen between school work 
and the student’s personal needs or goals. In the 
latter case, we expect this student to come to 
school each day anticipating a useful learning 
experience that is directly relevant for personal 
career expectations, and to be regularly engaged 
with a program of choice. 

 The integration of academic and career educa-
tion is an element of high school reform to 
enhance the functional relevance of learning for 
student engagement. Two ways this can be 
accomplished are through a Career Academy 
structure with appropriate elective courses and 
experiences or by merging career applications 
into core academic courses. 

   Career Academies 

 Career Academies may be an organizational com-
ponent of comprehensive reform models such as 
Talent Development and Diplomas Now, or a 
stand-alone innovation to integrate academic and 
occupational education in high schools (Maxwell 
& Rubin,  2000 ; Stern, Dayton, & Raby,  2010 ; 
Stern, Raby, & Dayton,  1992  ) . Career Academies 
are usually self-contained units within a high 
school with an instructional program centered 
around a broad occupational cluster—such as sci-
ence or health, arts and expression, business and 
data management, construction or engineering—
which a student has selected to attend based on a 
careful exploration of individual career interests, 
strengths, and goals. Each different Career 
Academy may cover three or more high school 
grades, such as 10–12, and enroll enough students 
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to require its own teaching faculty for all academic 
and career courses (usually 350 or more students 
for three grades). The instructional program 
includes the core college preparatory academic 
subject courses as well as a sequence of elective 
career education courses that can lead to a special 
credential at graduation. The program also offers 
some experiential learning opportunities, where 
students pursue activities off-site at an actual busi-
ness or agency or where on-site career simulations 
or enterprises are established for students to prac-
tice career roles. 

 When separate Career Academies are formed 
within a high school, precautions should be taken 
to offset informal forces to make undesirable dis-
tinctions about selectivity and academic standards 
(Lee & Ready,  2007  ) . Career Academies should be 
available for every student, so a residual program 
does not exist as the college preparatory track. 
Likewise, each Career Academy should be open to 
all students and have a complete set of college pre-
paratory academic courses including a share of 
advanced placement electives, so informal distinc-
tions of different standards and outcomes can be 
avoided. Sometimes, career education is intro-
duced for all students in a high school without 
separate Academies in their own space, when stu-
dents choose a career major and add elective 
courses to their program from career cluster offer-
ings (Grubb,  1995  ) . But career majors without a 
complete Academy structure will not provide the 
full integration of academic and career education 
in all courses that would otherwise be possible. 

 Student engagement is strengthened by career 
academies in multiple ways. The program of 
studies has functional relevance for the student 
by including elective courses and additional 
learning experiences focused on the career themes 
of strong personal interest to the individual. The 
opportunity to choose among alternative Career 
Academies personifi es the practical usefulness of 
the curriculum and represents a personal commit-
ment to the program of studies. Attending classes 
with like-minded students who selected the same 
Career Academy also can bring some shared 
pride in the program and reinforces its functional 
relevance. The chance to earn an additional cre-
dential at graduation for completion of the Career 

Academy program is another symbol of its func-
tional value. 

 Several studies have demonstrated the value 
of curriculum programs like Career Academies 
that integrate academic and career education in a 
relevant learning experience. In a fi eld experi-
ment across 30 high schools in fi ve districts 
where students were randomly assigned to pro-
grams using career academies or not, the evalua-
tion fi rm of MDRC has published several reports 
on short-term and long-term effects (Kemple & 
Snipes,  2000 ; Kemple & Willner,  2008  ) . The 
most impressive outcomes found were the bene-
fi ts after high school graduation for career acad-
emy students, who were more likely to succeed 
in college and in holding well-paying jobs in their 
selected occupational area. In separate research 
using national high school survey and records 
data, Plank  (  2001  )  found positive short-term ben-
efi ts during the high school years for students 
who enrolled in a combined academic and career 
program of studies. The results on the relation-
ship between percentage of career courses taken 
and the risk of dropping out suggested a U-shaped 
pattern in that students with a mix of both career 
and academic courses had a lower risk for drop-
ping out than students who took primarily either 
career or academic courses.  

   Blending Career Applications 

 Even without a complete program of studies to 
focus on the career relevance of school work, 
each individual academic course can demonstrate 
its useful relevance by including interesting 
career and practical applications. 

 Perhaps mathematics instruction provides the 
most opportunities to include various practical 
applications for most of the course units and top-
ics. For example, a unit on exponential functions 
can cover applications to several fi elds, including 
compound interest in business, epidemic growth 
or drug decay in health, or population dynamics in 
history and social studies. Although most high 
school math textbooks include some brief, practi-
cal examples and exercises, some packages of 
more extensive career applications that encourage 
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discovery and extended student discussions are 
available for high school reformers. 

 Language arts courses also have room for var-
ious practical applications, such as writing 
assignments for various career goals and audi-
ences, or coordinated reading experiences that 
overlap characters or situations from selected 
industries or occupations. Likewise, science 
knowledge and procedure can be used to address 
current affairs issues and debates through appli-
cations in selected science courses. The mode of 
presentations using tables, graphs, and trend lines 
found in mathematics and social studies courses 
can also be employed for parallel practical appli-
cations in understanding daily newspaper and 
popular media accounts.   

   Positive Teacher-Student Relations 

 Students are likely to be more engaged with their 
high school when they have a personal and 
respectful relationship with the teachers and 
administrators they encounter during the school 
day (Baker, Terry, Bridges, & Winsor,  1997 ; 
Furrer & Skinner,  2003 ; Hallinan,  2005 ; Wentzel, 
 1997,   2009  ) . If instead a student is largely anony-
mous to the adults of the school, because the 
school size is large and teachers have too many 
different students to get to know each one well, 
few human connections outside of one’s own stu-
dent peer group will exist to socially connect to 
the school. As students move up in grades and 
have more teachers during the day, their sense of 
school belonging decreases (Anderman,  1999  ) . 

 Research on teacher involvement and caring 
notes that the effective teachers show affection 
and appreciation for their students, know a lot 
about their students, dedicate time and energy to 
their students, and are dependable (Skinner & 
Belmont,  1993  ) . Some have argued that good 
teaching practice is similar to good parenting 
styles, with consistent enforcement of rules, high 
and reasonable expectations, democratic commu-
nication, nurturance, and an emphasis on self-
reliance (Baumrind,  1971 ; Wentzel,  2002  ) . 

 Positive social connections with the adult edu-
cators are valuable for student engagement with 

the school for several reasons. Students will be 
more eager to earn respect and praise for good 
work and accept the goals set for them from 
teachers and administrators who know them well 
and demonstrate real care for their success 
(Grusec & Goodnow,  1994  ) . Teachers and staff 
who can communicate on a personal basis with 
all the students they interact with in the halls and 
classrooms will be better able to establish and 
enforce a proper disciplinary climate that is safe 
and serious. 

 High school reforms that can foster good 
teacher-student relations and a positive climate 
conducive to learning include schools organized 
into smaller learning communities, teachers 
working in interdisciplinary teams that share the 
same group of students, and adults who serve 
over multiple years as the mentor and advisor to 
a limited number of individual students. 

   Small Learning Communities 

 Very large high schools pose special problems for 
establishing positive teacher-student relations 
(Lee,  2000 ; Louis & Marks,  1998  ) . The sheer 
number of students and staff make it likely that 
traffi c in the halls, stairways, and cafeteria will 
involve many anonymous encounters. Likewise, 
teachers who have many different students each 
day in their courses will fi nd it diffi cult to get to 
know each one well along with his or her indi-
vidual motivational and learning needs. Large 
student enrollments can also make the enforce-
ment overwhelming of school regulations about 
absenteeism, tardiness, class cutting, or deport-
ment, when the number of detentions and other 
punishments each day are hard to monitor and 
follow up if frequently ignored by students. As a 
consequence, the climate in large schools can 
often be chaotic in the halls and public spaces, 
absent of the safe feeling of adults-in-charge, and 
haphazard in the chances of close, respectful 
individual adult-student relationships. 

 A strong reform movement for smaller high 
school learning communities has been pursued 
for several years around the turn of the twentieth 
century, with major backing from the Bill and 



52725 High School Reform and Student Engagement

Melinda Gates Foundation and other funders. 
Sometimes this involved starting new small high 
schools of 400 students or less, or breaking up a 
large facility into several separate self-contained 
high schools (called “multiplex” high schools at 
times). Another common arrangement is a 
“schools-within-the-school” organization where 
a large high school would create several smaller 
learning communities or “houses” defi ned by 
grade level or by curriculum focus. The Talent 
Development High School model created a sepa-
rate Ninth Grade Success Academy and several 
Career Academies, each covering grades 10–12 
with about 300 students or less. In this case, each 
Academy has its own contiguous building space, 
preferably with its own entrance door, as well as 
its own Academy Principal and administrative 
staff and its own teaching faculty for all required 
and elective courses. Research studies of this 
model have shown the Academy’s structure can 
turn around a weak school climate or enhance a 
strong one, as well as foster widespread positive 
student-teacher relations (Legters, Balfanz, 
Jordan, & McPartland,  2002  ) . An evaluation of 
123 small schools of choice (SSC) in New York 
City where students were randomly enrolled to 
these sites in comparison to other students who 
were not admitted in the random lottery process 
showed positive benefi ts between 2002 and 2010 
on timely progression across the grades and grad-
uation rates. A difference of 10 percentage points 
in favor of SSC students was found in being on 
track toward graduation over 3 years as well as 
an overall 6.8% advantage in actual graduation 
rates, which is equivalent to one-third of the city-
wide gap between white students and students of 
color (Bloom, Thompson, & Unterman,  2010  ) .  

   Interdisciplinary Teacher Teams 

 Another threat to student engagement is when 
initial problems with attendance, course grades, 
or discipline go unattended and grow into major 
barriers to grade promotion and graduation. In 
many high schools, there are no early warning 
systems with corrective actions, so troubled stu-
dents can “fall between the cracks” with eventual 

major negative consequences. Ninth grade 
 students during their transition year into high 
school are especially prone to having early mis-
steps escalate to severe problems before anyone 
notices and effectively intervenes. 

 Interdisciplinary teams of teachers that share 
the same group of students and have regular com-
mon planning time is a high school reform to per-
sonalize the learning experience, take notice of 
individual students in diffi culty and address their 
problems. In the Ninth Grade Success Academy 
of the Talent Development High School model, 
two or more teams of four or fi ve teachers, includ-
ing an English, math, science, and history/social 
studies teacher, serve the same group of 120–150 
students for all of their major instruction. Each 
team has a common planning period every day 
when all their students are in an elective course, 
to monitor individual student problems and to 
pursue corrective action plans. Thus, not only do 
the numbers involved make detailed personal 
knowledge possible in all teacher-student rela-
tionships, time is available for adults to be proac-
tive in short circuiting student diffi culties. When 
working well, the teacher team takes responsibil-
ity for individual student success without shifting 
authority to school-wide principals and disciplin-
ary offi cials except in the most extreme cases. 

 Evaluation research has demonstrated how the 
use of such teacher teams has signifi cant positive 
impacts on improved student attendance, course 
passing, and grade promotions, and reduced disci-
plinary incidents and removals, as well as on mea-
sures of positive school climate and caring and 
respectful adult-student relationships (McPartland, 
Balfanz, Jordan, & Legters,  1998  ) .  

   Adult Mentors and Advisors 

 Student engagement with their high school pro-
gram can also be better ensured when every indi-
vidual has their own adult mentor or advisor in 
the school who can advocate in various ways for 
their success. To work well, the individual stu-
dent “case load” for each participating adult 
should not be too large, and the time to get to 
know one another well should be suffi cient. 
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 Some high schools establish an expanded pool 
of adults to serve the mentor-advisor role, includ-
ing nonteaching department heads, counselors, 
coaches, and specialist staff as well as the total 
teaching faculty. Sometimes, schools strive to 
maintain each adult as mentor for several years of 
the same students, including all 4 years of high 
school. Schools will schedule time for advising 
and mentoring in different ways, such as a short 
advisory period each week or at the start of each 
day, as well as selected periods for private discus-
sions at report card time or other junctures for 
“taking stock” on how things are going with 
school life and outcomes. 

 A study of 94 ninth grade high school students, 
half of whom were randomly assigned to receive 
adult mentoring services, showed positive differ-
ences on not dropping out of school (9% compared 
with 30%) and on earning signifi cantly more 
course credits toward high school graduation 
(Sinclair, Christenson, Evelo, & Hurley,  1998  ) . In 
general, research shows that positive relationships 
with adults in the school, including teachers, 
relates to more interest in school (  b   = .33,  p  <. 001) 
(Wentzel,  1998  ) , classroom engagement (  b   = .46, 
 p  <. 01) (Furrer & Skinner,  2003  ) , and academic 
effort (  b   = .31,  p  <. 001) (Wentzel,  1997  ) .   

   Opportunities for Personal Expression 
and Nonacademic Interests 

 Another source for strong student engagement 
with their high school derives from the range of 
nonacademic talents that individual students 
come with and the degree to which schools can 
respond to these diverse strengths. Nonacademic 
talents include not only the athletic skills and 
music or art abilities that can fl ourish in extracur-
ricular teams and clubs but also the other dimen-
sions of human talents that vocational and 
learning psychologists have identifi ed that could 
fi nd expression in some high school courses and 
classroom activities. 

 Vocational psychologists have defi ned six cat-
egories of human talents or personalities that 
match different occupational requirements, where 
individual satisfaction and success are maxi-
mized when there is a good match between the 

two (Rottinghaus, Hees, & Conrath,  2009  ) . Under 
the categorization developed by Holland  (  1997  ) , 
some students may be particularly adept at build-
ing or fi xing mechanical things, while others are 
especially good in working with others in team or 
helping roles. In addition, individual student non-
academic strengths may be in areas of creative 
imagination and expression. Figuring out how 
things work and thinking like a scientist can char-
acterize other students. Fascination with business 
or fi nancial affairs and organizing data for deci-
sion-making can be other sets of strengths. 

 The idea of multiple intelligences (Gardner, 
 1983,   1999  )  is another conceptualization of the dif-
ferent skills and talents that individuals can bring to 
learning tasks. Gardner posited eight different intel-
ligences including logical-mathematical, linguistic, 
musical, spatial, bodily-kinesthetic, interpersonal, 
intrapersonal, and naturalist. Later he introduced 
the idea that there may even be spiritual and exis-
tential intelligences. In the USA, most school sys-
tems place the highest value on both linguistic 
(verbal) and logical-mathematical intelligences. 
However, others such as bodily-kinesthetic and 
musical intelligences are not as valued, although 
they could be used in the classroom to strengthen 
learning. For example, students with high musical 
intelligence may be able to compose a song to sum-
marize information in science or a student high in 
bodily-kinesthetic ability could be asked to act out 
a scene as a soldier in World War 1. 

 Some high school reforms, such as the Talent 
Development High School model, are based in 
part on the concept that there are many talents, in 
addition to the academic competencies which are 
the focus of most achievement tests and grades, 
that should also be identifi ed and developed dur-
ing the secondary grades because of their impor-
tance in adult life. Indeed, while academic grades 
and test scores may be important for advancing to 
higher levels of education, research has found 
them to be a weak predictor of adult occupational 
success. After controlling for the level of educa-
tional attainment, the relationship of grades 
and test scores obtained earlier in life do not 
explain much of the variation in adult job status 
or income (Jencks,  1975  ) . Moreover, studies of 
renowned high accomplishment in various fi elds 
of business, law, creative design or performance, 



52925 High School Reform and Student Engagement

governmental and community leadership, and 
humanitarian service frequently identify out-
standing examples who had ordinary academic 
records but possessed other personal traits that 
were the foundation of their exemplary careers 
(Coyle,  2009 ; Scott,  2007  ) . Economists have also 
successfully used the diversity of human cogni-
tive and noncognitive skills to estimate models of 
adult accomplishment (Cunha & Heckman, 
 2008  ) . Apparently, there are a wide range of other 
nonacademic talents that society needs and 
rewards, but go largely unnoticed and unrewarded 
in American high schools’ preoccupation with 
traditional academic achievement goals. More-
over, it is likely that every individual in high 
school has personal nonacademic strengths and 
interests which could be further developed as a 
source of engagement in high school and as an 
investment for successful adult occupational 
careers or satisfying personal pursuits. 

 High school reforms that may increase student 
engagement by appealing to nonacademic skills 
and talents include personal exploration oppor-
tunities, elective courses, and extracurricular 
activities. 

   Personal Exploration 

 An initial high school reform to engage students 
through nonacademic talents is to acknowledge 
the range of human talents and to help each indi-
vidual student to explore their own personal 
strengths and interests. This would help students 
understand that each of them has strong personal 
strengths in which to take pride, even if they are 
not a top student in academic course grades and 
tests. When exploring the range of human traits, 
more students would see school as a means to 
exercise and enjoy their own special talents and 
as a route to preparing for later success and 
satisfaction. 

 Several instruments and experiences are avail-
able for high schools to help their students collect 
and organize data about their personal nonaca-
demic strengths and interests. Among the voca-
tional interest inventories that high school students 
can take, the Self-Directed Search (SDS) is based 
upon Holland’s six types of careers and associated 

personality profi les. The SDS is a booklet where 
students report and score their own experiences, 
preferences, strengths, and interests along each 
broad dimension. This information is then orga-
nized into a resulting two- or three-letter code 
which summarizes each student’s nonacademic 
personal priorities. Students understand that the 
SDS is not a test but a method for organizing their 
own personal information for further awareness of 
personal nonacademic strengths and interests. 

 The personal exploration continues with vari-
ous possible implications and planning options 
that derive from the individual’s nonacademic or 
career codes. Students learn that there are many 
educational levels for different occupations 
within the same code. They see that different 
orderings of their own codes reveal a variety of 
alternative careers that would respond to their 
own strengths and interests. They fi nd supple-
mentary materials about specifi c careers of poten-
tial interest to them and the kinds of people who 
have been leaders or have found success in these 
careers. The SDS with follow-up activities is 
used to motivate Career Academy choices in 
Talent Development high schools. There are also 
other useful tools available for student explora-
tions (Gottfredson,  1986  ) .  

   Course Planning and Selection 

 Individual explorations of nonacademic strengths 
and interests can also be included in a student’s 
high school planning process. In a Career 
Academy high school, as described above, infor-
mation about the alternative choices can be con-
nected to a student’s own codes for nonacademic 
and career interests. An informed choice will 
have the appeal of new opportunities for using 
personal strengths, as well as reinforcing student 
engagement for personal long-term goals. 

 Even in high schools without a Career 
Academy structure, students can leverage their 
awareness of personal nonacademic strengths 
with elective course opportunities. When a stu-
dent fi nds electives that overlap with their per-
sonal strengths, the school experience should be 
more engaging as a way to further develop one’s 
individuality. At its best, well-informed students 
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may fi nd course offerings and sequences where 
their own passions for learning are welcomed 
and stimulated.  

   Extracurricular Activities 

 High school reforms should also not overlook the 
out-of-class opportunities to allow a wide variety 
of students’ nonacademic strengths to fl ourish 
and further develop. Some students may draw 
their strongest points of school engagement from 
the teams or clubs where they can exercise their 
personal strengths and contribute to group or 
individual accomplishments. Numerous research 
studies have identifi ed extracurricular activities 
as a positive setting for personal growth and for 
strengthening students’ engagement at school 
(Eccles & Barber,  1999 ; Fredricks & Eccles, 
 2005 ; Gilman, Meyers, & Perez,  2004  ) . 

 The Talent Development High School model is 
using the benefi ts for personal growth by extend-
ing extracurricular activities beyond the traditional 
teams and clubs as after-school entities. Several 
Talent Development sites have added a daily period 
at the end of each day for personal exploration and 
activities that use artists, musicians, dancers, cir-
cus performers, political debaters, and other cre-
ative individuals from the community to lead the 
classroom activities. A goal is to expand the school 
curriculum so that every student gets a wide vari-
ety of nonacademic experiences that may expand 
interests for some and reinforce personal strengths 
in others. In addition, Career Academies in many 
of the Talent Development high schools are pro-
viding learning experiences for students in com-
munity enterprises and agencies to appreciate 
how skills from academic courses combine with 
more specialized abilities for success in adult 
occupations (Epstein,  2001 ; Pearson,  2002  ) .   

   School Governance, Disciplinary 
Practices, and Communal 
Engagement 

 Communal engagement is another way students 
can become attached to their high schools, which 
will be affected by how the school as a whole is 

governed (Lee, Bryk, & Smith,  1993 ; Shouse, 
 1997  ) . Communal engagement is connected by 
the concepts of relational trust and social capital 
that sociologists have developed to describe the 
quality of social exchanges in key role relation-
ships (Bryk & Schneider,  2002  )  and the power of 
relational ties within a social system (Coleman, 
 1988  ) . A school with high levels of relational 
trust and social capital has individuals who 
strongly value their membership in this commu-
nity, are willing to work together with others for 
the common good, and to look out for one anoth-
er’s legitimate interests. The school members 
share common norms about how individuals 
should behave (“do what is right”) in their orga-
nizational community, expect mutual caring, and 
respect and personally identify with and take 
pride in “my school” (Bryk & Schneider,  2002  ) . 
Students who have had the experiences to develop 
relational trust and to rely upon the social capital 
of their school we defi ne to have communal 
engagement with the school. 

 Communal engagement is valuable in its own 
right as students enjoy the experiences of a close-
knit supportive community, and it can also benefi t 
students’ academic learning processes and be a 
source of their general citizenship socialization. 
We discussed above how positive teacher-student 
relationships can enhance the incentives for stu-
dents to exert effort at school work to earn recog-
nition from a valued adult, and these roles can 
lead to further learning benefi ts when embedded 
in a school with strong social ties where all adults 
are sensitive to each student’s needs. In this case, 
teachers will share information with one another 
to monitor and improve individual student behav-
iors, just as neighbors in a small community with 
strong social capital will watch out for each 
 other’s children and help them grow up well 
(Coleman,  1988  ) . Moreover, students who par-
ticipate in a well-governed school where author-
ity is clearly exercised for the common good and 
each individual has community responsibilities, 
can be expected to develop general appreciation 
for good citizenship and shared values in broader 
society. 

 Students will be more likely to feel positively 
attached to a school that is largely governed 
by shared norms of civility and trust, where the 
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necessary rules are legitimized by participatory 
decision-making, and infractions are adjudicated 
and discussed as learning experiences (Osterman, 
 2000 ; Webb, Covington, & Guthrie,  1993  ) . In 
contrast, students can feel estranged and alien-
ated from their schools if rules seem excessive 
and arbitrary, and discipline appears inconsistent 
and without recourse even for harsh penalties 
such as suspensions or expulsions. 

 To be sure, some high schools are more diffi -
cult to manage because of large size, awkward 
traffi c patterns in stairways and corridors, student 
bodies that are more prone to mischief or group 
tensions, or reputations for chaotic behavior. 
Indeed, getting a high school under control that 
has unsafe or disorderly climates is usually the 
fi rst priority of a reform program (McPartland 
et al.,  1998  ) . Two aspects of effective school gov-
ernance closely tied to student engagement are 
the school rules and disciplinary practices them-
selves as well as opportunities for student partici-
pation in school governance and disciplinary 
enforcement. 

   Rules and Disciplinary Practices 

 A national survey to analyze school-wide disci-
plinary practices from a stratifi ed random sample 
of 848 public and private schools, sponsored by 
the US Department of Justice, was completed in 
2000 (Gottfredson et al.,  2000,   2004  ) . When the 
quality of disciplinary practices was scored, most 
schools had good communications and documen-
tation practices, but much fewer were adequate in 
the consistency and predictability of their disci-
plinary enforcements or in the range of responses 
to misconduct and to desirable conduct. 

 Almost all schools have established a set of 
school rules and policies with the consequences 
for different misbehaviors that are made known 
to the student population, especially for danger-
ous misconduct such as possession of a weapon 
at school. Most schools are also good at keeping 
records of the disciplinary actions taken during a 
school year. These rules usually distinguish 
between crimes and other very serious infrac-
tions, such as having weapons in school, posses-
sion of drugs or alcohol, and criminal attacks, 

versus other misbehaviors, such as use of profane 
or abusive language, tobacco possession, and tru-
ancy and some physical fi ghting. But most 
schools fall down on how well the rules are 
applied and on the range of responses made to 
both desired and inappropriate conduct. 

 Although potential consequences of breaking 
school rules might extend from detention, repri-
mands, notifying parents, brief exclusion from 
class, loss of privileges, and school or community 
service, to removal from school for short or long 
suspensions or even permanent expulsion, the sur-
vey found that about three quarters of the schools 
used the same one or two responses to all offenses. 
Indeed, the more extreme punishment of disci-
plinary removals was often found to be the promi-
nent and initial responses in many high schools to 
both dangerous and less consequential student 
offenses. Likewise, a wide range of positive 
responses, if any at all, for positive student behav-
iors was found missing in most secondary schools. 
The praise or recognition, material or privilege 
rewards, or other potential reinforcements of good 
student behavior were used in combination by 
only 20% of the surveyed schools. 

 Students are more likely to appreciate “fi rm 
but fair” enforcement of school rules, but the sur-
vey showed that the quality of disciplinary prac-
tice is often poor. Less than half of secondary 
schools were found to practice consistent disci-
pline, where punishments do not depend upon 
what teacher makes the referral or what kind of 
student is involved. Less than one-third were pre-
dictable in their disciplinary decision-making, 
where both teachers and students are clear about 
the specifi c disciplinary consequences that fol-
low each kind of infraction. 

 Thus, student engagement with their school is 
frequently threatened when they perceive school 
rules as too harsh or capricious and school use of 
punishments to far outweigh rewards for good 
conduct as the usual offi cial responses to their 
behavior. Students who feel that the discipline 
system of their school is ineffective or unfair are 
less likely to participate in class and attend school 
(Finn & Voelkl,  1993 ; Osher, Bear, Sprague, & 
Doyle,  2010  )  and more likely to drop out of 
school (Fine, Valenzuela, & Bowditch,  1993 ; 
Wehlange & Rutter,  1986  ) .  
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   Student Involvement 
in Decision-Making 

 Student engagement is also likely to be a function 
of their own opportunities to infl uence how rules 
are established and enforced and other decisions 
about school life are made. 

 Student opportunities to help shape disciplin-
ary rules can occur at both the classroom level 
and school wide. At the beginning of the term, a 
teacher can invite the students to help shape the 
rules that will guide classroom behavior, includ-
ing how discussions and interactions with peers 
and adults are to proceed, and how school disci-
pline policies will be applied. Similarly, student 
representatives from the elected grade or school 
councils or from appointed committees can help 
set disciplinary policies and priorities to govern 
student behavior throughout the building and 
grounds (Rosenberg & Jackman,  2003  ) . 

 Some high schools have also used student par-
ticipation in the enforcement of school rules, 
through student courts where students are given a 
hearing before punishment for an offense, or by 
way of peer mediation services where confl icts 
between individuals are worked out through face-
to-face discussions facilitated by other student 
helpers. Student monitors in halls and cafeterias 
can also be a way to involve others in the mainte-
nance of an orderly and respectful environment. 

 But how students are treated for disciplinary 
purposes in their relationship to school adults and 
authorities can also determine how often strong 
informal norms of good behavior develop and 
make frequent offi cial reactions less necessary. 
As discussed earlier, a self-regulating school can 
develop when individual teachers seek to address 
most student behavioral issues without sending a 
student to the offi ce for an offi cial disciplinary 
offi cer to take action. Teachers working in teams 
can organize a sequence of responses that bring 
in other adults who share responsibility for a stu-
dent to discuss a disciplinary issue with the indi-
vidual and seek solutions. Even when a student 
referral is made to a school authority for disci-
plinary reasons, the manner in which discussions 
proceed for learning experiences can shape how 
the student views rules as legitimate and worthy 

of adherence. The concept of “mutual trust” has 
been cited as a feature of a good problem-solving 
and self-regulating school that leads to strong 
student engagement (Bryk & Schneider,  2002  ) .   

   Interaction of Dimensions of High 
School Student Motivation 
and Engagement 

 The six dimensions of student motivation and 
engagement discussed in this chapter can interact 
with one another and the associated high school 
reforms. Different dimensions call for certain 
preparatory actions to establish a motivational 
foundation for later student engagement with 
each reform. Some dimensions may be more 
dependent on others, with implications for plan-
ning the order and sequence of different reforms. 
Different combinations of school improvements 
can enhance one another for a total impact on stu-
dent engagement, which highlights the needs for 
comprehensive high school reform. 

   Preparing for Student Motivation 
and Engagement 

 Using the distinction between student motivation 
that is established before participating in activi-
ties and student engagement that is activated 
 during experiences, sets of the six dimensions 
and associated high school reforms seem to 
require particular anticipatory preparations for 
motivation to lead to engagement. 

 Helping students gain insight into their own 
personal strengths and career interests can be 
valuable preliminary activities to set up strong 
student motivation under the two dimensions of 
the functional relevance and the opportunities for 
talent development of their school program. 
When early on in their high school years students 
have the opportunities to explore what they bring 
in terms of personal strengths to be further devel-
oped and what they hope to accomplish in terms 
of building new skills and a record of accom-
plishment for goals after graduation, a motiva-
tional foundation can be established for actually 
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experiencing their school program with high 
interest and energy. For example, a student who 
is helped to appreciate that she or he is espe-
cially interested in working with others as a 
career goal is ready to choose a Career Academy 
program and to seek out extracurricular activities 
that can foster this emphasis. Likewise, a student 
who understands that she or he has major strengths 
in building or fi xing things and especially enjoys 
fi guring out how things work can get strongly 
involved with curriculum choices and out-of-
class learning opportunities that build on these 
personal talents. In these and other parallel cases, 
preparatory activities and choices can establish 
the motivational fulcrums to leverage student 
engagement with reforms that bring functional 
relevance and opportunities for talent develop-
ment to the school program and activities. 

 Preparatory activities can also strengthen stu-
dent motivation for responding to the reforms’ 
dimensions of shared communal engagement and 
positive interpersonal climate. When students are 
initially invited to help establish the school rules 
for school discipline with opportunities to partici-
pate in their enforcement, important fi rst steps can 
be made toward a school governance climate of 
trust and self-regulation. Likewise, when students 
are assigned to teacher teams that spend up front 
time building group spirit and ways for students 
to seek adult guidance and assistance, a motiva-
tional platform can occur that supports student 
engagement with reforms for an ongoing learning 
environment of positive interpersonal relations. 

 The motivational stage can also be set to fos-
ter student engagement with the two reform 
dimensions regarding either immediate rewards 
or embedded intrinsic interest of their learning 
activities. Students can receive valuable orienta-
tions toward high school learning that balance 
the performance goals of earning good grades 
and the mastery goals of improving one’s own 
skills and understandings. When students begin 
with the belief that their teachers want them to 
pass and earn good grades and will provide extra 
help when needed for these accomplishments, 
they will be more likely to value these immediate 
rewards and work hard for them. At the same 
time, when the initial motivational orientation 

for learning can set the overriding goal of 
 self-improvement and the growth of the mind, 
students will also be ready for engagement in the 
thinking challenges of their course and the intrin-
sic satisfactions of project-based learning.  

   Setting Reform Priorities 
and Sequences 

 Three dimensions of student engagement we 
have described in this chapter are aspects of stu-
dents’ daily classroom learning activities: acces-
sible immediate awards, embedded intrinsic 
interest, and direct functional relevance. The 
other three dimensions are more concerned with 
the school-level factors that cover the general cli-
mate for learning and personal development at 
the school: positive interpersonal climate, oppor-
tunities for alternative talent development, and 
governance for communal engagement. 

 Often, high schools begin reforms with the 
school-level factors because good student atten-
dance and a positive learning climate that derive 
from these factors must be established fi rst before 
any other reforms can take hold. 

 Good student attendance is a necessary condi-
tion for improved learning. If a student does not 
come to school every day, there is no way he and 
she can take full advantage of improved class-
room instruction and learn better. Moreover, a 
student usually needs good attendance to earn 
passing grades regardless of individual achieve-
ment levels because most teachers will require 
adequate attendance as a major criterion for 
report card credits. As discussed earlier, reforms 
aimed at good attendance can make a signifi cant 
difference when teacher teams reach out to absen-
tees (positive interpersonal climate), when stu-
dents are drawn to a school program that addresses 
their own goals and interests (alternative talent 
development), and when the school is perceived 
to be safe and considerate (shared communal 
engagement). 

 Likewise, the learning environment of the 
school cannot be a distraction from serious edu-
cational purposes nor a situation where students 
feel estranged or uncared for, before any other 
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improvements can occur. If discipline in the 
school building is weak, with chaotic behavior in 
the halls and stairways, and lack of mutual respect 
between teachers and students in the classrooms, 
adult energies will be drawn to enforcing school 
rules and managing classroom deportment and 
away from inspiring educational ambitions and 
motivating good learning. If teachers and stu-
dents do not get to know each other well and 
develop respectful and caring relationships, both 
will be deprived of the foundations for learning 
activities that can be both challenging and joyful. 
Thus, troubled high schools will often begin with 
reforms for positive learning environments that 
encourage positive interpersonal relationships, 
provide student choices of activities in and out-
side of class that coincide with personal interests, 
and govern the school for common norms of 
good behavior and mutual trust. So, if a high 
school is affl icted with a dangerous or unruly dis-
ciplinary environment or a pattern of high student 
absenteeism, reform priorities will be the school 
organization dimensions that are aimed at the stu-
dent engagement factors related to a safe and 
serious school climate, programmatic opportuni-
ties for personal fulfi llment, and a communal 
environment of shared beliefs and goals. 

 Once an environment conducive to good 
attendance and serious learning has been estab-
lished at the school level, the reforms for motiva-
tion and engagement in classroom instructional 
activities can proceed. Instructional arrangements 
can be made to provide extra help focused on 
particular student needs, so every learner has a 
good chance to earn good grades and positive 
feedback for skill improvements. At the same 
time, teachers can work to improve the motiva-
tional challenges to students of their daily learn-
ing tasks, by emphasizing intrinsically interesting 
aspects of using thinking skills in each major 
subject and applying new knowledge to useful 
projects. Moreover, time can be devoted to inte-
grating career and academic learning in course 
offerings and classroom applications to reinforce 
students’ engagement through the functional rel-
evance of their program of studies. 

 Giving priorities to student attendance and 
school learning environment highlights the value 

of assessing a high school’s starting point before 
reforms to target student engagement. If a school 
is fortunate enough to begin with high levels of 
student attendance and can assume a climate that 
is safe, serious, and sensitive to individual stu-
dents, major school-level reforms may not be 
needed to organize smaller units with teacher 
teams, to expand nonacademic options, or to 
revise school rules and decision-making. Such a 
school would not have to delay instructional 
improvements until the school-level factors are 
gotten under control and could begin with a cam-
paign to engage students more in learning activi-
ties, while perhaps also making the school 
dimensions even more attractive. However, a dif-
ferent very troubled school with serious disci-
pline and attendance problems would establish 
its reform credibility by the early victories of an 
improved school climate and better student atten-
dance that can be achieved from school organiza-
tion changes. Once these improvements are 
achieved, the prospects for successful reforms of 
the instructional program to engage students will 
have a fi rm foundation.  

   Comprehensive Reforms 

 While each dimension of student engagement 
plays a separate role in how an individual 
approaches the daily learning activities and life 
in school, improvements in one dimension can 
strengthen others. For example, if a student 
believes major long-run payoffs will follow com-
pletion of their school studies because of the 
functional relevance of their courses, she or he 
may be able to endure possible less motivating 
aspects of their instruction when they cannot earn 
high grades or fi nd many of their classes tedious 
or boring. On the other hand, a student may be 
turned on by courses that are intellectually chal-
lenging and intrinsically interesting, even if the 
links to practical applications are weak or the 
chances for high grades are diffi cult. But, when a 
learning opportunity combines all sources of sat-
isfaction, with activities of intrinsic interest, very 
accessible recognition for good work and clear 
connections to personal goals, the total impact on 
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student engagement is likely to be more than just 
the sum of the parts. This argues for comprehen-
sive high school instructional reforms that address 
multiple dimensions, and teacher professional 
development that prepares them for all aspects. 
Not only should extra help be timely and focused 
to help all students earn passing grades, the learn-
ing tasks also should have high appeal themselves 
as worthy of a strong and inquisitive mind and 
with clear relevance for practical use and long-
term goals. 

 Individual school-level reforms aimed at prac-
tical dimensions of student engagement can also 
have synergistic value to one another in a com-
prehensive program of change. School gover-
nance of student participation for fi rm and fair 
discipline is important in its own right, but can 
also improve the chances that positive student-
teacher relations can emerge from smaller learn-
ing communities with stronger aspects of mutual 
respect and caring. Likewise, school-wide oppor-
tunities for individual students to explore and 
engage their own nonacademic strengths and 
interests can fl ourish best in a setting with a sta-
ble and supportive learning environment. Thus, 
comprehensive school-level reforms can create 
positive feedbacks where different dimensions of 
student engagement are collectively enhanced. 

 Comprehensive high school reforms can also 
address both the more basic dimensions of stu-
dent engagement, where individuals strive in a 
safe environment to meet the formal success 
requirement of passing grades and a good disci-
plinary record, with the deeper dimensions of 
student engagement, where individuals pursue 
their own learning passions, can work in a caring 
and supportive environment, and experience ful-
fi llment of personal growth and strong prepara-
tion for a desired future. Thus, a program of high 
school reform can begin with changes to make 
the school safe and extra instructional help avail-
able to those in need, so no one needs to drop out 
before earning a high school diploma. By con-
tinuing with a reform program to develop and 
engage individual students’ personal strengths 
and interests and to establish a supportive human 
environment for individual exploration and 
investments in diverse learning opportunities, a 

comprehensive package of school and classroom 
reforms can address a wide set of dimensions for 
student engagement. 

 Some important needs of further research and 
development on high school reform for student 
engagement are indicated by next steps being 
taken with the Talent Development model. Because 
the dropout problem is so severe in many high 
schools, reforms must be intensifi ed to reach all 
the students, even those with very debilitating 
individual circumstances. We will be evaluating 
how adding strong community resources and 
intensive tutoring services to the school-wide 
Talent Development organizational and instruc-
tional reforms may be successful in eliminating 
the dropout problem. Studies of student engage-
ment across the full-grade spectrum are needed, 
so early warning signs at elementary or middle 
grades can also be used for more timely responses 
to individual student needs before ultimate risks of 
school dropouts can develop. Besides this focus 
on the most needy students, we are also studying 
how stronger instructional reforms can more 
 successfully challenge all students’ critical think-
ing skills in each high school subject with the 
additional benefi ts of strengthening their intrinsic 
motivations for learning. And while priority is 
given to internal high school reforms for increas-
ing student motivation and engagement, some 
future attention should return to external factors 
such as the kinds of curriculum requirements, 
assessment tests, and teacher accountability mech-
anisms that either confi ne or enable the best inter-
nal improvements.       
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  Abstract 

 In this chapter, three interrelated concepts—student engagement, motiva-
tion, and resilience—are examined through the lens of “mindsets.” 
Mindsets are assumptions that we possess about ourselves and others that 
guide our behavior. The mindset that educators hold about the factors that 
contribute to student engagement, motivation, and resilience determines 
their expectations, teaching practices, and relationships with students. We 
identify the key components of these three concepts, highlighting those 
that overlap. We distinguish between extrinsic and intrinsic motivation 
and the ways in which the latter is more closely attuned with student 
engagement and resilience than the former. We encourage the ongoing 
discussion of mindsets at staff meetings so that teachers become increas-
ingly aware of the mindset of engaged, motivated learners and consider 
how to nurture this mindset in the classroom. We offer many strategies to 
facilitate the enrichment of this mindset in all students.    

 In this chapter, we will describe the close link 
among three interrelated concepts: motivation, 
student engagement, and resilience. We will 
examine these concepts through the lens of 

“mindsets.” Mindsets may be understood as 
assumptions that we possess about ourselves and 
others that guide our behavior. The mindsets that 
educators hold about the basic components of 
motivation and engagement will determine their 
expectations, teaching practices, and relation-
ships with students (Brooks,  2001,   2004 ; Brooks 
& Goldstein,  2001,   2004,   2007,   2008 ; Goldstein 
& Brooks,  2007  ) . 

 The concept of mindsets has become an 
increasingly prominent area of study, especially 
with the emergence of the fi eld of “positive psy-
chology.” As examples, Carol Dweck authored a 
book titled  Mindset   (  2006  )  in which she distin-
guished between a “fi xed” and “growth” outlook; 
the research of Martin Seligman and his 
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 colleagues about “learned helplessness” and 
“learned optimism” as well as resilience (Reivich 
& Shatte,  2002 ; Seligman,  1990  )  have underpin-
nings in attribution theory, which is basically 
about mindsets, examining how we understand 
the reasons for our successes and setbacks 
(Weiner,  1974  ) . 

 Educators bring assumptions about student 
behavior into all of their interactions with those in 
their classrooms and schools. The more aware they 
are of these assumptions, the more they can change 
those beliefs that may work against the creation of 
a positive classroom environment. Even those 
assumptions about which we may not be cognizant 
have a way of being expressed to students. For 
example, a teacher may be annoyed or frustrated 
with a child without realizing that the anger is 
rooted in the teacher’s assumption that the child’s 
constant asking of questions is an intentional ploy 
to distract the class. In addition, the teacher may 
not be aware that his annoyance is not as disguised 
as he believes and is being communicated through 
facial expressions and tone of voice. 

 In contrast, another teacher with the same stu-
dent may assume that the child’s ongoing ques-
tions represent an attempt to understand the 
material being presented. This teacher is more 
likely to express positive verbal and nonverbal 
messages and to offer assistance, perceiving the 
child as being vulnerable and motivated rather 
than being oppositional. 

 The impact that the mindset of educators has 
in determining their approach to students and the 
extent to which they nurture motivation, student 
engagement, and resilience is apparent in the fol-
lowing example:

  Parents of a high school student, John, contacted the 
fi rst author several years ago. They asked Bob to 
serve as a consultant to John’s school program. An 
earlier evaluation revealed that John was struggling 
with learning disabilities and academic demands. 
When Bob met with John’s teachers and requested 
that they share their perceptions of him, one imme-
diately responded with obvious anger, “John is one 
of the most defi ant, oppositional, lazy, unmotivated, 
irresponsible students we have at this school!” 

 Another teacher seemed surprised by the harsh-
ness of this assessment. In a manner that maintained 
respect of her colleague’s opinion, she said, “I have 
a different view. I think John is really struggling 

with learning and he feels very vulnerable every 
day when he enters the school. I think that as a staff 
we should fi gure out a different way of teaching 
him because what we are doing now is a prescrip-
tion for failure.” 

 In listening to these two descriptions of the 
same student, one could not help but conclude that 
the teachers were offering opinions of two distinctly 
different youngsters. It would not be surprising to 
discover that these vividly contrasting opinions or 
mindsets and the teacher behaviors they triggered 
would likely contribute to John having markedly 
different mindsets and responses to each of these 
two teachers. In fact, this was the case. 

 After the meeting, Bob interviewed John and 
asked him to describe his teachers, not revealing 
what they had said about him. In describing the 
teacher who had portrayed him very negatively, 
John said with noticeable force, “She hates me, but 
that’s okay because I hate her. And I won’t do any 
work in her class.” 

 John continued, “And don’t tell me that I’m 
only hurting myself by not doing work (he must 
have heard that advice on numerous occasions). 
What you don’t understand, Dr. Brooks, is that in 
her eyes I am a failure. Whatever I do in her class is 
never going to be good enough. She doesnt’ expect 
me to pass, so why even try?” He said that from the 
fi rst day of class he felt “angry vibes” from her. 

 She just didn’t like me and soon I didn’t like 
her. I could tell she didn’t want me in her class just 
by the way she spoke to me. Right away she 
seemed so angry at me. I really don’t know why 
she felt that way. So after a while I knew there was 
no way I could succeed in her class so I just decided 
that I wouldn’t even try. It would just be a waste of 
time. She told me I was lazy, but if she was honest 
she would have to admit that she doesn’t think 
I could ever get a good grade in her class. 

 John’s face lit up as he described the teacher who 
thought that the primary issues that should be 
addressed were his struggles with learning and his 
sense of vulnerability. He said, “I love her. She went 
out of her way the fi rst week of school to tell me 
something. She said that she knew I was having trou-
ble with learning, but she thought I was smart and she 
had to fi gure out the best way to teach me. She said 
that one of the reasons she became a teacher was to 
help all students learn. She’s always there to help.”   

 In hearing John’s perception or mindset of these 
two teachers, it is not diffi cult to appreciate why he 
was a discipline problem with the fi rst teacher but 
not the second. His behavior with each of them 
refl ected what he believed were their mindsets and 
expectations for him. We recognize that it typi-
cally takes “two to tango,” and most likely at some 
point, John bore some responsibility for adding 
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fuel to the “angry vibes,” thereby confi rming the 
fi rst teacher’s negative perceptions of him. 
However, it is essential for educators to identify 
and modify those features of their mindset that 
work against student motivation and student 
engagement and serve as barriers to students 
becoming more optimistic and resilient. 

   Guiding    Questions for Consideration 

 Given the power of mindsets in determining the 
social-emotional and learning climate created in 
classrooms, several key questions can be raised:

   What are the characteristics of the mindset of • 
students who are motivated and engaged?  
  What are the characteristics of the mindset of • 
resilient students? How do resilient students 
see themselves differently from their peers 
who are not resilient? In what ways does a 
“resilient mindset” overlap with the mindset 
of motivated, engaged students?  
  What are the characteristics of the mindset of • 
educators who are most effective in nurturing 
motivation, engagement, and resilience in 
students?  
  What specifi c strategies or interventions can • 
teachers with positive mindsets develop and 
implement to nurture motivation, engagement, 
and resilience in their classrooms?    
 To answer these questions, one must also 

examine the following related question: 
 What are the main components housed in the 

concepts of motivation, student engagement, and 
resilience?  

   Characteristics of Students 

   The Mindset of Engaged, Motivated 
Students 

 Goldstein and Brooks  (  2007  )  have identifi ed fi ve 
major characteristics of the mindset of motivated 
students. They include:
    1.    To perceive the teacher as a supportive adult. 

We place this fi rst to capture the essential rela-
tionship that teachers form with students in 

promoting motivation. As has often been 
expressed, “Students don’t care what you 
know until they fi rst know you care.” 
Motivated students feel that teachers genu-
inely care about them as individuals and want 
them to learn and to succeed (Klem & Connell, 
 2004 ; McCombs & Pope,  1994 ; Middleton & 
Pettit,  2010 ; Wagner, Kegan, Lahey, & 
Lemons,  2005  ) . When struggling with an aca-
demic task or with nonacademic issues, the 
successful student feels comfortable in taking 
the initiative and asking the teacher for assis-
tance. They do not perceive requesting help as 
a weakness, but rather as an integral feature of 
the classroom environment.  

    2.    To believe that whether they learn as students 
is based in great part on their own motivation, 
perseverance, and effort (Adelman & Taylor, 
 1983 ; Brooks,  1991 ; Deci, Hodges, Pierson, 
& Tomassone,  1992 ; DiCintio & Gee,  1999 ; 
Seligman,  1995 ; Weiner,  1974  ) . This does not 
minimize the role that teachers play, but if stu-
dents do not view themselves as active partici-
pants in the learning process, but rather as 
passive recipients of what is being taught, 
their interest, enthusiasm, and involvement 
for learning will be greatly diminished.  

    3.    To recognize that making mistakes and not 
immediately comprehending certain concepts 
or material are expected features of the learning 
process. Students who persist when confronted 
with challenging learning tasks are those who 
believe that mistakes serve as the basis for 
future learning and that mistakes invite new 
learning strategies (Andrews & Debus,  1978 ; 
Canino,  1981 ; Dweck,  1986,   2006  ) . This out-
look is in sharp contrast to students who inter-
pret their mistakes as an indication that they are 
not very intelligent and thus, they are incapable 
of correcting the situation. If they believe that 
any efforts they make to learn will not eventu-
ate in success, they will not persevere in that 
activity, demonstrating what Seligman  (  1990  )  
labeled as “learned helplessness.”  

    4.    To have a clear understanding of their learn-
ing strengths and learning vulnerabilities. It is 
essential that learning strengths and vulnerabil-
ities be identifi ed for students (Levine,  2003  ) . 
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As students gain insight into their learning 
profi le, the more they can develop and apply 
effective strategies to learn successfully 
(Schunk & Rice,  1993  ) . When students do 
not understand why they are struggling with 
learning or when they believe they are dumb 
or stupid or lazy, they are more vulnerable 
to engage in self-defeating ways of coping 
represented by noncompliant behaviors.  

    5.    To treat classmates with respect and avoid 
teasing or bullying, recognizing that such 
behaviors work against a positive school cli-
mate and adversely affect the learning of all 
students (Davis,  2003 ; Olweus,  1994  ) . Students 
must realize that maintaining a caring, respect-
ful classroom and school is the responsibility 
of each member of that classroom and school.      

   The Mindset of Resilient Children 
and Adolescents 

 Brooks and Goldstein  (  2001  )  have defi ned resil-
ience as the capacity to cope effectively and posi-
tively with past or present adversity. They have 
identifi ed the outlook and skills associated with a 
“resilient mindset.” They include:
    1.    To be able to set realistic goals and expecta-

tions for themselves.  
    2.    To believe that they have the ability to solve 

problems and make thoughtful decisions and 
thus are more likely to view mistakes, set-
backs, and obstacles as challenges to confront 
rather than as stressors to avoid.  

    3.    To rely on effective coping strategies that pro-
mote growth and are not self-defeating.  

    4.    To be aware of and not deny their weaknesses 
and vulnerabilities. They do not view these 
vulnerabilities as fl aws but rather as areas for 
improvement. They also realistically accept 
when certain tasks may be beyond their abili-
ties at the present time but open to change in 
the future.  

    5.    To recognize, enjoy, and engage in their strong 
points and talents.  

    6.    To possess a self-concept that is fi lled with 
images of strength and competence or what 
we have referred to as “islands of competence” 
(Brooks,  2004 ; Brooks & Goldstein,  2001  ) .  

    7.    To feel comfortable relating with others and to 
rely on effective interpersonal skills with peers 
and adults alike. This enables them to seek out 
assistance and nurturance in a comfortable, 
appropriate manner from adults who can pro-
vide the support they need.  

    8.    To believe that there is a purpose to their exis-
tence and that they are making a positive dif-
ference in the lives of others.  

    9.    To defi ne the aspects of their lives over which 
they have control and to focus their energy 
and attention on those rather than on factors 
over which they have little, or any, infl uence.     
 Numerous researchers and clinicians have 

studied and articulated different features of this 
mindset (Masten,  2001 ; Masten & Coatsworth, 
 1998 ; Rutter,  1987 ; Seligman,  1995 ; Sheridan, 
Eagle, & Dowd,  2005 ; Shure,  1996,   2003 ; Werner 
& Smith,  1992,   2001 ; Wright & Masten,  2005  ) . 
As will be apparent, many of these features over-
lap with those associated within the mindset of 
motivated learners. 

 It is our belief that educators can nurture 
mindsets associated with increased motivation, 
engagement, and resilience as a natural part of 
their classroom teaching practices. It is important 
to note that reinforcing social-emotional skills 
should not be perceived as an “extra curriculum” 
that ciphers already limited time from teaching 
academic subject matter. In fact, our position is 
that the more secure and engaged students are, 
the more motivated they will be to meet academic 
requirements. 

 Let us turn now to examining the concepts and 
components of motivation and student engage-
ment before identifying the mindset and practices 
of teachers who are skilled in nurturing these 
qualities in students.   

   Motivation, Student Engagement, 
and Resilience 

   Motivation: Intrinsic or Extrinsic—
Autonomous or Controlled 

 There is no simple answer to the question, “What 
is the relationship between student engagement 
and motivation?” As we shall see, not only is the 
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concept of student engagement multidimensional 
(Appleton, Christenson, & Furlong,  2008 ; 
Appleton, Christenson, Kim, & Reschly,  2006 ; 
Christenson & Anderson,  2002  )  but so too is 
motivation, which without wishing to simplify 
things has primarily been cast as residing in two 
broad camps, namely, motivation that is intrinsi-
cally or extrinsically driven. 

 To capture the key dimensions of intrinsic and 
extrinsic motivation, psychologists Edward Deci 
and Richard Ryan at the University of Rochester 
in New York have advanced “self-determination 
theory” (SDT) (Deci & Flaste,  1995 ; Deci, 
Koestner, & Ryan,  2001 ; Deci & Ryan,  2000  ) . 
Instead of the words intrinsic and extrinsic, they 
prefer to use the concepts autonomous and 
controlled. 

 They distinguish autonomous from controlled 
in the following way (Deci & Flaste,  1995  ) :

  To be autonomous means to act in accord with 
one’s self—it means feeling free and volitional in 
one’s actions. When autonomous, people are fully 
willing to do what they are doing, and they embrace 
the activity with a sense of interest and commit-
ment. Their actions emanate from their true sense 
of self so they are being authentic. In contrast, to 
be controlled means to act because one is being 
pressured. When controlled, people act without a 
sense of personal endorsement. Their behavior is 
not an expression of the self, for the self has been 
subjugated to the controls. In this condition, people 
can reasonably be described as alienated (p. 2).   

 As we attempt to understand the relationship 
between motivation and student engagement and 
consider the two main types of motivation spot-
lighted by Deci and Ryan, we might be better 
served to ask the questions, “Does intrinsic 
(autonomous) or extrinsic (controlled) motiva-
tion contribute more to the enrichment of student 
engagement? Or, is there any difference at all? Or 
can aspects of intrinsic motivation be applied 
even when extrinsic motivation is used?” 

 We would argue that the variables associated 
with intrinsic motivation are much more closely 
aligned with both student engagement and resil-
ience than those embedded within extrinsic moti-
vation. To take this argument a step further, it is 
our belief that practices predicated upon extrinsic 
motivation may, at times, actually work against 

students becoming more engaged with learning 
tasks or becoming more resilient unless features 
of intrinsic motivation are incorporated within 
the practices of extrinsic motivation. 

 Lepper, Greene, and Nisbett  (  1973  )  conducted 
a study in the early 1970s that generated much 
dialogue about those factors involved in motivat-
ing children to engage in particular activities. 
Their research is often cited in the literature about 
motivation, not simply as a result of the topic it 
examined, but because their fi ndings were coun-
terintuitive to what many anticipated. 

 Lepper, Greene, and Nisbett observed a pre-
school class and identifi ed those children who 
chose to draw during their “free time” play. Then, 
they designed an experiment to discover what 
happens when you reward an activity that the 
children already enjoyed doing. The researchers 
divided the children into three groups. The fi rst 
was called the “expected-award” group. They 
showed each of the children in this group a “Good 
Player” certifi cate featuring a blue ribbon and the 
child’s name; they told these children that they 
would receive an award for drawing. The second 
group was designated the “unexpected award” 
group. These children were asked if they wanted 
to draw, and if they did, they were given one of 
the “Good Player” certifi cates when the session 
concluded. They did not know in advance that 
they would receive an award. The third group 
was the “no award” group. These preschoolers 
were asked if they wanted to draw, but they were 
neither promised a certifi cate prior to drawing 
nor given one at the end. 

 Two weeks later, the teachers of the preschool-
ers put out paper and markers during the “free 
play” period while the researchers secretly 
observed the students. A central question being 
studied was whether being involved in one of the 
three groups 2 weeks earlier would have any 
impact on the child’s behavior now. If so, what 
would it be? One prediction was that an award 
given 2 weeks earlier would not impact apprecia-
bly or at all on the child’s behavior today. Another 
possibility, strongly rooted in what Pink  (  2009  )  
called “The Motivation 2.0 Operating System,” 
would be that the children who received awards 
for engaging in drawing would display even 
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greater interest in and motivation to draw since 
they were rewarded for that behavior. Motivation 
2.0 is based on the premise that the way you 
motivate people to do what you want is to reward 
them for the behavior you seek and punish them 
for behavior you do not want to appear. It is pred-
icated on extrinsic motivation. 

 The tenets of Motivation 2.0 would lead one 
to assume that those children told in advance they 
would receive a reward for drawing would be 
most motivated 2 weeks later to engage in this 
activity since it had been rewarded previously. 
This seemed to be a logical conclusion, based on 
the notion that providing external rewards for 
accomplishing particular tasks would increase 
involvement in these tasks. It was basically the 
model articulated by famed psychologist B. F. 
Skinner in which the occurrence of certain behav-
iors was either increased or decreased by the use 
of rewards and punishment. 

 However, what those subscribing to an extrin-
sic motivation model may have hypothesized was 
not in keeping with what Lepper, Greene, and 
Nisbett discovered. Children in the “unexpected-
award” and “no award” groups drew just as much 
and with the same enthusiasm as they had before 
the experiment. But children in the fi rst group—
the ones who had expected and then been given 
an award—displayed much less interest and spent 
much less time drawing. Even 2 weeks later, the 
prizes—so common in many classrooms—had 
seemingly transformed play into work. It is 
important to point out that it was not necessarily 
the rewards themselves that reduced the chil-
dren’s interest since when children did not expect 
a reward, receiving one had little impact on their 
intrinsic motivation. Only  contingent  rewards—
if you do this, then you will get that—had the 
negative effect. 

 The results of this study invite the question of 
why did not the so-called “extrinsic motivators” 
heighten interest in drawing? Also, do the results 
represent an anomaly not to be replicated in other 
studies? Pink  (  2009  ) , in reviewing the literature, 
cited many other examples of the negative impact 
of rewarding particular behaviors. 

 An explanation for these unexpected fi ndings 
may be found in the position advanced by Deci 

and Ryan  (  2000  )  who contended that there are 
three basic, innate, psychological needs that we 
all possess: the need to belong or feel connected, 
the need to feel competent, and the need for 
autonomy or self-determination. Deci and Ryan 
asserted that when these needs are satisfi ed, moti-
vation and productivity are increased, but when 
they are not met, motivation and satisfaction are 
diminished. 

 Ryan observed, “This is a really big thing in 
management. When people aren’t producing, 
companies typically resort to rewards or punish-
ment. What they haven’t done is the hard work of 
diagnosing what the problem is. You’re trying to 
run over the problem with a carrot or a stick” 
(Pink,  2009 , p. 72). Deci added that self-determi-
nation theory does not unequivocally oppose the 
use of rewards. “Of course, they’re necessary in 
workplaces and other settings, but the less salient 
they are made, the better” (Pink,  2009 , p. 72). 

 Pink  (  2009  )  summarized the limited conditions 
under which extrinsic motivation may be benefi -
cial. “For routine tasks, which aren’t very inter-
esting and don’t demand much creative thinking, 
rewards can provide a small motivational booster 
shot without harmful side effects. In some ways, 
that’s just common sense” (p. 62). Pink recom-
mended that even routine tasks can be made more 
enticing by lessening control and introducing 
autonomy. “Allow people to complete the task 
their own way. Think autonomy not control. State 
the outcome you need. But instead of specifying 
precisely the way to reach it, give them freedom 
over how they do the job”  (  2009 , p. 64). 

 Appleton and colleagues  (  2008  )  captured the 
complexity of both SDT and the concepts of 
extrinsic and intrinsic motivation. They high-
lighted at least two features of SDT that are espe-
cially relevant for educators. First, similar to 
Pink’s contention that even seemingly external 
demands can be offered in a way that provide a 
modicum of internal control, SDT posited that in 
those situations in which the catalyst for behavior 
is external to oneself, aspects of internal control 
can be established (Ryan & Deci,  2000  ) . In sup-
port of this position, Appleton et al. wrote, “The 
theory (SDT) specifi es qualitative differences in 
the level of self-determination associated with 
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external motivation; situates these levels along a 
continuum; and contends that external expecta-
tions can be internalized, integrated, and result in 
highly autonomous functioning” (p. 378). 

 The second aspect of SDT Appleton et al. 
 (  2008  )  identifi ed that is highly relevant for teach-
ing practices is related to the fi rst feature. It high-
lighted the importance of contextual factors and 
suggested that teachers have greater power than 
they may recognize to accentuate and reinforce 
autonomous behaviors in the school environment 
even when external demands appear to dominate 
the school arena. In the face of educational 
requirements and curricula that seem fi xed or 
perhaps rigid, teachers are empowered to ask, 
“How can I implement teaching strategies that 
integrate intrinsic motivation principles within a 
more controlled environment?” This question 
encourages educators to refl ect upon and appreci-
ate the impact they have on enhancing student 
motivation and engagement even within a more 
restrictive educational milieu. 

 Appleton et al.  (  2008  )  provided some guidance 
for moving toward greater autonomy regardless 
of the environmental restraints. “Educators can 
facilitate student self-determination with extrinsi-
cally motivated tasks by using relationships, set-
ting up students for success in course tasks (via 
scaffolding of lessons and attention to develop-
mental level), and orchestrating student opportu-
nities for decision making and other authentically 
autonomous experiences” (pp. 378–379). Support 
for this position is found in a number of research 
studies (Grolnick, Ryan, & Deci,  1991 ; Maehr & 
Meyer,  1997 ; Miserandino,  1996 ; Vansteenkiste, 
Simons, Lens, Sheldon, & Deci,  2004  ) . 

 In considering SDT, Pink  (  2009  )  reframed to 
some extent Deci and Ryan’s three basic needs of 
autonomy, belonging, and competence, casting 
autonomy as the essential component, but 
describing “mastery” and “purpose” as two other 
dimensions of intrinsic motivation. Mastery is 
viewed as the pleasure that accrues from being 
engaged in a task that is exciting and challenging. 
Csikszentmihalyi  (  1975,   1998  )  introduced the 
concept of  fl ow,  a state in which people are 
absorbed and challenged by what they are doing. 
A key quality producing  fl ow  is the level of the 

challenge of the task. A task that is either too easy 
or too diffi cult given the skills of the individual 
will not permit the experience of  fl ow  to emerge. 

 The concept of  fl o w as proposed by 
Csikszentmihalyi is linked to both motivation 
and engagement and houses major implications 
for the teaching style and curriculum presented 
by teachers. If students are to experience fl ow, 
they must be challenged to move beyond their 
current levels of competence in activities that are 
interesting and relevant to them and that encour-
age their input and feedback. 

 In addition to autonomy and mastery, the third 
nutriment of motivation emphasized by Pink is 
purpose, which relates to commitment, meaning, 
and the belief that one’s activities are of benefi t to 
others. This sense of purpose and commitment 
has been identifi ed as a notable feature of resil-
ience (Rutter,  1980 ; Werner,  1993  )  and of a resil-
ient mindset (see point #8 above and Brooks & 
Goldstein,  2001  ) . As we shall see later in this 
chapter, purpose and commitment also serve as a 
foundation for becoming stress hardy (Kobasa, 
Maddi, & Kahn,  1982  ) . Pink  (  2009  )  wrote, 
“Autonomous people working toward mastery 
perform at very high levels. But those who do so 
in the service of some greater objective can 
achieve even more. The most deeply motivated 
people—not to mention those who are most pro-
ductive and satisfi ed—hitch their desires to a 
cause larger than themselves” (p. 133). 

 Earlier, we expressed our position that in com-
parison with extrinsic or controlled motivation, 
the components of intrinsic or autonomous moti-
vation were most in accord with nurturing resil-
ient, engaged students. Let us turn our attention 
to the concept of “student engagement” to under-
stand the basis for this position.  

   Student Engagement: 
A Multidimensional Concept 

 Christenson and her colleagues articulated the 
various dimensions of engagement in schools 
and developed the Student Engagement 
Instrument (SEI) (Anderson, Christenson, 
Sinclair, & Lehr,  2004 ; Appleton et al.,  2006, 
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  2008 ; Christenson et al.,  2008  ) . They noted that 
the distinction between motivation and engage-
ment remains an ongoing issue. As a point of 
illustration, they identifi ed one conceptual frame-
work in which motivation is cast in terms of the 
direction and intensity of one’s energy (Maehr & 
Meyer,  1997  ) . In this framework, motivation is 
linked to underlying psychological processes 
such as autonomy, belonging or connectedness, 
and competence and is perceived to answer the 
question of “why” for a given behavior. 

 In contrast, engagement has been described as 
“energy in action,” the connection between per-
son and activity (Russell, Ainley, & Frydenberg, 
 2005 , p. 1), and refl ects a person’s active involve-
ment in a task or activity. Appleton et al.  (  2006  )  
wrote, “Although motivation is central to under-
standing engagement, the latter is a construct 
worthy of study in its own right” (p. 428). 

 Engagement, achievement, and school behav-
ior were found to be associated with each other. 
Low student engagement heightened the likeli-
hood of students dropping out of school. Check 
& Connect is one illustration of a targeted inter-
vention program designed to promote student 
engagement (Appleton et al.,  2006 ; Christenson 
& Thurlow,  2004 ; Sinclair, Christenson, & 
Thurlow,  2005  ) . Key components of Check & 
Connect are closely related to the features of a 
resilient mindset, perhaps the most important of 
which is a mentor who works with students and 
their families for a minimum of 2 years. Mentors 
promote problem-solving skills, persistence, and 
learning within a supportive relationship. Mentors 
also focus on nurturing their mentee’s sense of 
autonomy, belonging, and competence, which 
parallel the main ingredients of SDT proposed by 
Deci and Ryan  (  2000  ) . 

 Finn  (  1989  )  advanced the view that engage-
ment can be conceptualized as being comprised 
of two main components: behavioral (e.g., par-
ticipation in school activities) and affective (e.g., 
identifying oneself with the school, having a 
sense of belonging and connectedness). More 
recent reviews of the literature have posited that 
engagement is made up of three variables: behav-
ioral (e.g., appropriate demeanor, effort, active 
participation), cognitive (e.g., self-regulation, 

developing and adhering to learning goals), and 
emotional or affective (e.g., showing an interest 
in and positive attitude toward learning, having a 
sense of belonging and connectedness) (Fredricks, 
Blumenfeld, & Paris,  2004 ; Jimerson, Campos, 
& Greif,  2003  ) . 

 Christenson and her colleagues (Betts, 
Appleton, Reschly, Christenson, & Huebner, 
 2010 ; Christenson & Anderson,  2002 ; Reschly & 
Christenson,  2006  )  proposed a taxonomy for 
defi ning student levels of engagement as well as 
for identifying the goodness of fi t between the 
student, the learning environment, and factors 
that impact upon the fi t. They viewed engagement 
as comprised of four subtypes: academic, behav-
ioral, cognitive, and psychological. Appleton 
et al.  (  2006  )  elaborated on this taxonomy:

  There are multiple indicators for each subtype. For 
example, academic engagement consists of vari-
ables such as time on task, credits earned toward 
graduation, and homework completion, while 
attendance, suspensions, voluntary classroom par-
ticipation, and extra-curricular participation are 
indicators of behavioral engagement. Cognitive 
and psychological engagement includes less 
observable, more internal indicators, such as self-
regulation, relevance of schoolwork to future 
endeavors, value of learning, and personal goals 
and autonomy (for cognitive engagement), and 
feelings of identifi cation or belonging, and rela-
tionships with teachers and peers (for psychologi-
cal engagement) (p. 419).   

 Appleton et al.  (  2006  )  also emphasized the 
importance of the context in which these subtypes 
occur such as relationships with adults at school, 
encouragement from family members, and sup-
port from peers. In addition, they wrote that while 
the majority of research has been directed toward 
the academic and behavioral components of stu-
dent engagement since they tend to lend them-
selves to more precise observation, “measuring 
cognitive and psychological engagement is rele-
vant because there is an overemphasis in school 
practice on indicators of academic and behavioral 
engagement. Such overemphasis ignores the bud-
ding literature that suggests that cognitive and psy-
chological engagement indicators are associated 
with positive learning outcomes, related to moti-
vation, and increase in response to specifi c teach-
ing strategies” (p. 431). The SEI was developed to 
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measure both cognitive and psychological engage-
ment, which has subsequently been labeled affec-
tive engagement (Appleton et al.,  2008  ) . 

 The International Center for Leadership in 
Education (ICLE), which researched and devel-
oped a model of teaching based on the concepts of 
rigor and relevance, advanced the view that stu-
dent engagement is an essential underpinning of 
these dimensions of the learning process (Jones, 
Marrazo, & Love,  2007  ) . Jones  (  2009  )  asserted 
that while student engagement is not an exact sci-
ence, it can be planned, measured, and enriched. 
He described student engagement as the:

  Positive behaviors that indicate full participation 
by the student in the learning process. When stu-
dents are engaged, we can hear, see, or feel their 
motivation in completing a task, taking pride in 
their work, or going beyond the minimum work 
required. Engaged students demonstrate a feeling 
of belonging by the way they act, the positive 
things they say about school, and through their 
passionate involvement in class activities (p. 1).   

 Based on a review of the literature and research 
conducted by ICLE, Jones identifi ed those factors 
that contribute to a school milieu in which student 
engagement is nurtured. Many of these factors 
are similar to those described above for the mind-
set of motivated, resilient learners. They include:
    1.    Interactions between and among students, 

teachers, administrators, parents, etc., are 
respectful, collegial, and warm.  

    2.    There is an atmosphere of mutual accountabil-
ity; people feel a sense of responsibility to one 
another and to the larger school community.  

    3.    Signs of positive community identity and a 
sense of belonging permeate the school.  

    4.    Students take leadership roles in representing 
and “owning” the school, exhibiting energy 
and enthusiasm about their institution.  

    5.    The physical space is clean and safe.  
    6.    Regular forums, structures, and interactions 

acknowledge and celebrate school and indi-
vidual success.  

    7.    The school actively involves and engages 
family and community members in the life of 
the school.  

    8.    The school promotes and supports student 
activism by helping students engage in com-
munity change (pp. 37–38).      

   Commonalities Among Motivation, 
Engagement, and Resilience 

 If educators are to nurture motivation, engage-
ment, and resilience in students, they should 
attend to and reinforce the common components 
associated with the mindset of each of these con-
cepts. There are many commonalities, especially 
if the underpinnings of intrinsic motivation as 
opposed to extrinsic motivation are used in the 
comparison. A summary of the common beliefs 
(mindset) are included in Table  26.1 .  

 It is important to emphasize that each of the 
beliefs listed in Table  26.1  are part of the founda-
tions of student engagement, motivation, and resil-
ience. They are also part of a student’s mindset and 
therefore open to reinforcement. Teachers who are 
most effective in reinforcing these beliefs in stu-
dents and thereby creating a school climate in 
which motivation, engagement, and resilience are 

   Table 26.1    Common components or beliefs (mindset) associated with student engagement, motivation, and resilience   

 I believe that adults are encouraging and supportive rather than judgmental and accusatory • 
 I am connected to and welcome in the school environment • 
 My opinion is respected, that I have, within reason, some say or input into my own education • 
 I am accountable for my actions • 
 My interests and strengths (“islands of competence”) are identifi ed and reinforced • 
 Academic demands are challenging, but in keeping with my abilities; my teachers and I are aware of my learning • 
strengths and vulnerabilities 
 Mistakes are perceived as  • expected  and  accepted.  I never feel criticized because of these mistakes, but rather I use 
mistakes as the basis for future learning 
 I am provided with opportunities to contribute to the well-being of both the school community and beyond • 
 All members of the school community are respectful toward each other • 
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nurtured are guided by their own specifi c beliefs 
and mindsets, a topic to which we now turn.   

   Educators’ Beliefs and Practices 

   The Mindset of Effective Educators 

 A consideration of the mindset of students who 
are motivated, engaged, and resilient invites sev-
eral other questions, including two listed earlier: 
What are the characteristics of the mindset of 
educators who are most effective in nurturing 
motivation, engagement, and resilience in stu-
dents? What specifi c strategies or interventions 
can teachers with positive mindsets develop and 
implement to nurture motivation, engagement, 
and resilience in their classrooms? 

 It is essential for educators to appreciate that 
the assumptions they hold for themselves and 
their students, often unstated, have profound infl u-
ence in determining effective teaching practices, 
the quality of relationships with students, and the 
positive or negative climate that is created in the 
classroom and school building. It is also essential 
that teachers discuss and examine the mindsets of 
effective, motivated learners and consider how to 
nurture this mindset in the classroom. 

 The following are assumptions and beliefs 
held by educators about students that appear most 
likely to eventuate in practices that nurture stu-
dent motivation, engagement, and resilience 
(Goldstein & Brooks,  2007  ) :
    1.    To appreciate that they have a lifelong impact 

on students, including on their sense of hope 
and resilience.  

    2.    To believe that the level of motivation and 
learning that occurs in the classroom and the 
behavior exhibited by students has as much, 
if not more, to do with the infl uence of teach-
ers than what students might bring into the 
situation.  

    3.    To believe that all students yearn to be suc-
cessful, and if a student is not learning, edu-
cators must ask how they can adapt their 
teaching style and instructional material to 
meet student needs.  

    4.    To believe that attending to the social- 
emotional needs of students is not an “extra 
curriculum” that draws time away from 
teaching academic subjects, but rather a sig-
nifi cant feature of effective teaching that 
enriches learning.  

    5.    To recognize that if educators are to relate 
effectively to students, they must be empathic, 
always attempting to perceive the world 
through the eyes of the student and consider-
ing the ways in which students view them.  

    6.    To appreciate that the foundation for suc-
cessful learning and a safe and secure class-
room climate is the relationship that teachers 
forge with students.  

    7.    To recognize that students will be more moti-
vated to learn and more engaged in the class-
room when they feel a sense of ownership or 
autonomy for their own education.  

    8.    To understand that one of the main functions 
of an educator is to be a disciplinarian in the 
true sense of the word, namely, to perceive 
discipline as a teaching process rather than as 
a process of intimidation and humiliation. 
Disciplinary practices should reinforce self-
discipline, which is a critical behavior asso-
ciated with resilience.  

    9.    To realize that one of the greatest obstacles to 
learning is the fear of making mistakes and 
feeling embarrassed or humiliated and to 
take active steps to minimize this fear.  

    10.    To subscribe to a strength-based model, 
which includes identifying and reinforcing 
each student’s “islands of competence.”  

    11.    To develop and maintain positive, respectful 
relationships with colleagues and parents.      

   Themes and Exercises to Nurture 
a Positive Mindset in Educators 

 Information can be imparted to teachers, and 
exercises can be introduced to articulate and rein-
force these beliefs associated with nurturing stu-
dent motivation, engagement, and resilience. The 
goal is for all faculty and staff in a school to share 
within reason a common perspective or mindset. 
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The following are suggested themes for discus-
sion and exercises to facilitate this task: 

  The focus on a student’s social/emotional devel-
opment and well-being is not an extra curriculum 
that takes time away from teaching academic 
skills and content.  As we noted earlier in this 
chapter, it is unfortunate that a dichotomy has 
arisen in many educational quarters prompting 
some educators to perceive that attending to a 
student’s emotional and social health is mutually 
exclusive from the goal of teaching academic 
material. This dichotomy has been fueled, in part, 
by the emergence of high stakes testing and an 
emphasis on accountability. The following refrain 
is heard in many schools: “We barely have time 
to get through the assigned curriculum. We really 
don’t have the time to focus on anything else.” 

 We are not opposed to assessment or account-
ability. We welcome research conducted to defi ne 
effective teaching practices. However, what we 
question is relegating a student’s emotional life 
to the background and not appreciating its impor-
tant role in the process of learning. This attitude 
was captured at one of our workshops. A high 
school science teacher challenged our viewpoint 
by contending: “I am a science teacher. I know 
my science and I know how to convey science 
facts to my students. Why should I have to spend 
time thinking about a student’s emotional or 
social life? I don’t have time to do so and it will 
distract me from teaching science.” 

 While many teachers and school administra-
tors would take issue with the views expressed by 
this science teacher, others might not. We believe 
that strengthening a student’s feeling of well-
being, self-esteem, and dignity is not an extra 
curriculum. If anything, a student’s sense of 
belonging, security, and self-confi dence in the 
classroom provides the scaffolding that supports 
the foundation for enhanced learning, engage-
ment, motivation, self-discipline, responsibility, 
and the ability to deal more effectively with 
obstacles and mistakes (Brooks,  1991,   2004 ; 
Cohen,  2006 ; Cohen & Sandy,  2003 ; Elias, Zins, 
Graczyk, & Weissberg,  2003  ) . 

 To highlight this point, educators can be asked 
to refl ect on their own teachers and think about 

those from whom they learned most effectively. 
It has been our experience that the teachers they 
select are those who not only taught academic 
content but, in addition, supported the emotional 
well-being of students and were interested in the 
“whole child.” Very importantly, as educators 
refl ect upon their teachers as well as their own 
teaching practices, they can be asked to consider 
the following question: “Do you believe that 
developing a positive relationship with your stu-
dents enhances or detracts from teaching aca-
demic material? Please offer examples.” 

 Examples should be encouraged whether the 
answer is yes, no, or maybe. It is important for 
educators to give serious consideration to this 
question. In our experience, most educators are 
able to offer examples of “small gestures” on 
their part (or on the part of their teachers) that 
took little, if any, time, but communicated to stu-
dents a message of respect and caring (Brooks, 
 1991  ) . If teachers contend they would like to 
develop more meaningful relationships with stu-
dents, but are unable to allot the time to do so, 
other educators who have been able to accom-
plish this task can offer specifi c suggestions. 

  Educators have a lifelong impact on students and 
their resilience.  Closely associated with this pre-
vious point is the belief of teachers that what they 
say and do each day in their classroom can have 
a lifelong infl uence on their students (Brooks, 
 1991 ; Brooks & Goldstein,  2001  ) . While most 
teachers appreciate that they are and will con-
tinue to be infl uential in the lives of their students 
for years to come, many are not aware of the 
extent of their impact. 

 It is important that teachers are acquainted 
with research fi ndings from the resilience litera-
ture to highlight this impact. Such knowledge 
will add meaning and purpose to their role as 
teachers and lessen disillusionment and burnout. 
In the past 25 years, there has been an increased 
effort to defi ne those factors that help children 
and adolescents to deal more effectively with 
stress, to overcome adversity, and to become 
resilient (Brooks,  1994 ; Brooks & Goldstein, 
 2001 ; Goldstein & Brooks,  2005 ; Katz,  1997 ; 
Werner & Smith,  1992  ) . We highlight that schools 
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have been spotlighted as environments in which 
self-esteem, hope, and resilience can be fortifi ed, 
frequently quoting the late psychologist Julius 
Segal  (  1988  )  who wrote:

  From studies conducted around the world, research-
ers have distilled a number of factors that enable 
such children of misfortune to beat the heavy odds 
against them. One factor turns out to be the pres-
ence in their lives of a charismatic adult—a person 
with whom they can identify and from whom they 
gather strength. And in a surprising number of 
cases, that person turns out to be a teacher (p. 3).   

 It is important for teachers to recognize that 
they are in a unique position to be a “charismatic 
adult” in a student’s life and that even seemingly 
small gestures can have a lifelong impact. A 
smile, a warm greeting, a note of encouragement, 
a few minutes taken to meet alone with a student, 
and an appreciation of and respect for different 
learning styles are but several of the activities that 
defi ne a “charismatic teacher” (Brooks,  1991  ) . 

 Teachers are often unaware that they are or 
have been “charismatic adults” in the life of a 
student. To emphasize this issue, faculty can be 
asked if they have ever received unexpectedly, a 
note from a former student thanking them for the 
positive impact they had on the student’s life. 
While many have been fortunate to be the recipi-
ent of such a note, others have not although they 
are equally deserving of such feedback. 

 We frequently ask participants at our work-
shops if there are teachers who had a signifi cant 
infl uence on their lives whom they have failed to 
acknowledge via a note or letter. It is not unusual 
for many teachers to voice regret they have not 
thanked several such “charismatic adults.” Some 
have written notes to the latter following the 
workshop. 

 We use these exercises to suggest that while 
we may not receive formal confi rmation that we 
have worn the garb of “charismatic adults,” if we 
approach each day with the belief that today may 
be the day we say or do something that directs a 
student’s life in a more positive path, we will be 
more optimistic about our role, and our students 
will be the benefi ciaries of more realistic, hopeful 
expectations. The belief that we can serve as 
“charismatic adults” serves as one of the major 

motivating forces described by Pink  (  2009  )  in his 
elaboration of SDT, namely, the existence of 
“purpose” in our lives. 

  All students wish to learn and to succeed, and if 
they seem unmotivated or disengaged, they may 
believe they lack the ability to achieve in school.  
We often hear teachers refer to students as lazy or 
unmotivated. As we have noted, once these accu-
satory labels are used and a negative mindset dom-
inates, educators are more likely to respond to 
these students with annoyance. The mindset of an 
effective educator constantly echoes, “I believe 
that all students come to school desiring to learn. If 
they are disinterested and feel defeated, we must 
fi gure out how best to reach and teach them.” 

 Subscribing to this view has a profound impact 
on the ways in which we respond to students, 
especially those who are struggling. When stu-
dents lose faith in their ability to learn and when 
feelings of hopelessness pervade their psyche, 
they are vulnerable to engaging in counterpro-
ductive or self-defeating ways of coping. They 
may quit at tasks, clown around, pick on other 
students, or expend little time and effort in aca-
demic requirements. When a student feels that 
failure is a foregone conclusion, it is diffi cult to 
muster the energy to consider alternative ways of 
mastering learning demands. 

 Teachers who observe such counterproductive 
behaviors may easily reach the conclusion that 
the student is unmotivated or lazy, or not caring 
about school. As negative assumptions and mind-
sets dominate, teachers are less likely to consider 
more productive strategies for reaching the stu-
dent. Instead, thoughts turn to punitive actions; 
for example, what punishments would fi nally get 
through to the student. However, if educators 
subscribe to the belief that each student wishes to 
succeed, negative assumptions are less likely to 
prevail. 

 A shift in perspective was obvious in a consul-
tation Bob did about Sarah, a problematic high 
school student. One of her teachers began by ask-
ing, “Don’t you think it’s okay for a 16 1/2-year-
old to drop out of school?” The agenda was clear. 
These teachers, who typically displayed a caring 
and encouraging attitude, were very frustrated 
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and angry with Sarah to the extent of wishing her 
to drop out of school. The teachers elaborated 
that Sarah was a student who “sabotaged” all of 
their efforts. “Even if Sarah agrees to do some-
thing, she doesn’t follow through. It’s obvious 
that she dislikes school and she’s disruptive and 
disrespectful. She couldn’t care less about how 
she does in school.” 

 As we shall see, Sarah cared a great deal about 
wanting to achieve in school, but entertained little 
hope for doing so. It was only when her teachers 
truly accepted that each student desperately wants 
to succeed that a positive mindset emerged, which 
permitted them to consider new solutions. A turn-
ing point occurred when Bob empathized with 
the teachers about their frustration but then asked, 
“Can anyone tell me how you think Sarah feels 
each day when she enters the school building?” 

 After several moments of silence, one teacher 
responded, “How Sarah feels. I never really 
thought about that before.” Another teacher fol-
lowed, “I never really thought about that before 
either, but as I’m doing so now, only one word 
comes to mind, defeated. I think everyday when 
Sarah comes in to the school building she feels 
defeated.” 

 As this teacher shared her observation, the shift 
in mindset that permeated the room was palpable, 
highlighted by one teacher asking Bob, “You’ve 
written a lot about helping kids be more confi dent 
and resilient in the school setting. So what can we 
do to help a student who feels defeated begin to 
feel less defeated?” A lively, creative discussion 
ensued, fi lled with ideas that had not been consid-
ered previously, including having Sarah, who rel-
ished being helpful, assist in the offi ce. The 
teachers also shifted their focus from what puni-
tive action to take to a desire to “get to know” 
Sarah, not via a tense, confrontational meeting but 
rather by having lunch with her. 

 This new approach prompted Sarah to be more 
responsible, and a positive cycle was set in 
motion. The catalyst for this new cycle was when 
her teachers shifted their mindset, no longer view-
ing Sarah’s behaviors as oppositional, but rather 
as a refl ection of the despair and defeatism she 
experienced. They adopted the assumption that 
students wish to succeed, but at times, obstacles 

appear on the road to success—obstacles that 
teachers working in concert with students could 
remove. 

  If our strategies are not effective, we must ask, 
“What is it that I can do differently?” rather than 
continuing to wait for the student to change fi rst.  
A basic underpinning of motivation and resil-
ience is the belief of “personal control,” namely, 
that we are the “authors of our own lives,” and it 
makes little sense to continue to do the same 
thing repeatedly if our actions are not leading to 
positive results (Brooks & Goldstein,  2004  ) . 
While many educators and others say they sub-
scribe to this assumption, their actions frequently 
belie their assertion. For example, it is not unusual 
to hear the following statements offered by edu-
cators at consultations we have conducted: “This 
student is unmotivated to change. She just won’t 
take responsibility for her behavior.” 

 Or, “We’ve been using this strategy with this 
student for fi ve months. He’s still not responding. 
He’s resistant and oppositional.” We believe in 
perseverance, but if a staff has been employing 
the same approach for 5 months without any pos-
itive outcome, one can ask, “Who are the resis-
tant ones here?” 

 As one perceptive teacher emphasized, 
“Asking what is it that we can do differently 
should not be seen as blaming ourselves but 
rather as a source of empowerment.” She contin-
ued, “Isn’t it better to focus on what we can do 
differently rather than continue to wait for some-
one else to change fi rst? We may have to wait 
forever and continue to be frustrated and 
unhappy.” This same teacher summarized her 
belief with the statement, “If the horse is dead, 
get off.” We have found that there are many dead 
horses strewn on the grounds of a school. 

 The assumption of personal control should be 
addressed directly at staff meetings. Teachers 
should recognize that a change in strategy on 
their part is not the equivalent of “giving in” (this 
is a belief that often crops up), but rather as a sign 
that we are seeking a more productive interven-
tion. If change on a teacher’s part is interpreted as 
acquiescing to the student, any new strategy will 
be tainted by feelings of resentment. 
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 A helpful exercise to illustrate the power of 
personal control and the need to change “nega-
tive scripts” that exist in our lives is to ask educa-
tors to think about one or two instances when 
they changed their usual script and to consider 
what resulted as a consequence of their new 
script. Many educators, such as those involved 
with Sarah, are able to describe very positive 
results. Unfortunately, others report less satisfac-
tory results, often believing that they had gone 
out of their way for students, but the students did 
not reciprocate. When the outcome of a change in 
script is not positive, a problem-solving attitude 
should be introduced by asking, “With hindsight, 
is there anything you would do differently today 
to lessen the probability of an unfavorable 
result?” 

 The possibility that a modifi cation of a script 
may not eventuate in a positive outcome should 
be addressed. When a new script is implemented, 
educators should have one or two backup scripts 
in mind should the fi rst prove ineffective. Having 
a backup script conveys the positive message that 
if a strategy that sounds promising does not yield 
the results we wish, rather than feel exasperated 
or defeated, we should learn from the experience 
and be prepared with alternative actions. We must 
keep in mind that a new script may create the 
conditions that encourage students to change 
their behaviors. 

  Empathy is an essential skill for effective teach-
ing and relationships with students as well as 
parents and colleagues.  Empathic educators are 
able to place themselves inside the shoes of their 
students and others and perceive the world 
through their eyes, just as Sarah’s teachers 
attempted to do, eventually understanding that 
she felt defeated. Goleman  (  1994  )  highlighted 
empathy as a major component of emotional 
intelligence. 

 Being empathic invites educators to ask, 
“Would I want anyone to say or do to me what I 
have just said or done to this student (or parent or 
colleague)?” or “Whenever I say or do things 
with students (parents or colleagues), what is my 
goal and am I saying or doing these things in a 

way that my students will be most likely to hear 
and respond constructively to my message?” 

 As an example, a teacher may attempt to moti-
vate a student who is not performing adequately 
by exhorting the student to “try harder.” While the 
teacher may be well-intentioned, the comment is 
based on the assumption that the student is not 
willing to expend the time and energy  necessary to 
succeed. Thus, such a remark is  frequently experi-
enced as accusatory and judgmental. When stu-
dents feel accused, they are less prone to be 
cooperative. Consequently, the teacher’s comment 
is not likely to lead to the desired results, which, in 
turn, may reinforce the teacher’s belief that the 
student is unmotivated and not interested in “try-
ing.” In contrast, an empathic teacher might won-
der, “If I were struggling in my role as a teacher, 
would I want another teacher or my principal to 
say to me, ‘If you just tried a little harder you 
wouldn’t have this problem’?” When we have 
offered this question at workshops, many teachers 
laugh and say they would be very annoyed if they 
were accused of not trying. The question prompts 
them to refl ect upon how their statements are inter-
preted by their students. 

 There are several exercises that can be intro-
duced at staff meetings to reinforce empathy. A 
favorite is to have teachers think of a teacher they 
liked and one that they did not like when they 
were students and then to describe each in several 
words. Next, they can be reminded, “Just as you 
have words to describe your teachers, your stu-
dents have words to describe you.” They can then 
consider these questions: What words would you 
hope your students used to describe you? What 
have you done in the past month so they are likely 
to use these words? What words would they actu-
ally use to describe you? How close would the 
words you hope they use parallel the words they 
would actually use? (One teacher jokingly said, 
“I would love my students to use the word ‘calm,’ 
but I don’t think they would since I feel I have 
been raising my voice a great deal the past month 
or two and not showing much patience”). 

 Another exercise that educators have found 
useful in reinforcing empathy revolves around our 
own memories of school. Teachers can be requested 
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at workshops to share with their  colleagues their 
response to the following questions:

   Of all of the memories you have as a student, • 
what is one of your favorite ones, something 
that a teacher or school administrator said or 
did that boosted your motivation and self-
dignity?  
  Of all of the memories you have as a student, • 
what is one of your worst ones, something that 
a teacher or school administrator said or did 
that lessened your motivation and self-dignity?  
  As you refl ect upon both your positive and • 
negative memories of school, what did you 
learn from both, and do you use these memo-
ries to guide what you are doing with your stu-
dents today?    
 Recounting one’s own positive and negative 

memories of school with one’s colleagues often 
proves very emotional and leads teachers to ask: 
What memories are my students taking from their 
interactions with me? Are they the memories I 
would like them to take? If not, what must I 
change so that the memories they will take will 
be in accord with the memories I hope they take? 
These exercises to nurture empathy often prompt 
teachers to consider how best to obtain feedback 
from students to gain a realistic picture of how 
they are perceived. We will address this question 
in the next point. 

  Ongoing feedback and input from students 
enhances empathy and promotes a sense of 
engagement, responsibility, and ownership in 
students.  Effective teachers not only welcome the 
input of students, but they appreciate that such 
input must be incorporated on a regular basis. 
When students feel their voice is being heard, 
they are more likely to be engaged in academic 
requirements, work more cooperatively with 
teachers, and demonstrate greater motivation to 
meet academic challenges. Eliciting student opin-
ion reinforces a feeling of personal control and 
responsibility—essential ingredients of a posi-
tive school climate; encouraging student input is 
also a basic feature of motivation, engagement, 
and resilience (Adelman & Taylor,  1983 ; Cohen, 
 2006 ; Deci et al.,  1992 ; DiCintio & Gee,  1999 ; 
Henderson & Milstein,  1996 ; Jacobson,  1999 ; 
Thomsen,  2002  ) . 

 There are various ways for teachers to obtain 
student feedback and input. For instance, teach-
ers can request anonymous feedback from stu-
dents. One high school teacher asked students to 
draw him, describe him, list what they liked 
about his teaching style and the class, and what 
they would recommend he change. While one of 
his colleagues scoffed at this practice, contend-
ing that such feedback was not important and 
took valuable time from teaching, the outcome 
of the exercise proved the colleague wrong. The 
exercise actually increased achievement scores 
and cooperation; this was not surprising since 
the students felt respected. Another teacher 
requested that students complete a one-page 
report card about him whenever he fi lled out 
report cards on them. The students actually 
developed the report card, which evaluated the 
teacher on such dimensions as discipline style, 
response to student questions, teaching style, and 
fairness toward all students. Recommendations 
for change were elicited. 

 Ownership in students can also be reinforced 
by engaging students in a discussion about the 
benefi ts or drawbacks of educational practices 
that are typically seen as “givens,” including such 
activities as tests, reports, and homework. In 
addition, educators can strengthen a feeling of 
student ownership by incorporating a variety of 
choices in the classroom, none of which dimin-
ishes a teacher’s authority but rather empowers 
students to feel a sense of control over their own 
education. 

 Choice and ownership can also be applied to 
disciplinary practices by asking students to con-
sider such questions as:

   What rules do you think we need in this class-• 
room for all students to feel comfortable and 
learn best? (It is not unusual for teachers to 
report that the rules recommended by students 
often parallel those of the teacher).  
  Even as your teacher, I may forget a rule. If I • 
do, this is how I would like you to remind me. 
(Teachers can then list one or two ways they 
would like to be reminded). Now that I have 
mentioned how I would like to be reminded, 
how would you like me to remind you? (When 
students inform teachers how they would like 
to be reminded should they forget a rule, they 
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are less likely to experience the reminder as a 
form of nagging and more likely to hear what 
the teacher has to say. It is easier for students 
to consider ways of being reminded if teachers 
fi rst serve as models by offering how they 
would like to be reminded).  
  What should the consequences be if we forget • 
a rule? (We have heard teachers report, espe-
cially when asking these questions to angry 
students, that the consequences suggested by 
the students are more severe than any teacher 
would use).    
 These questions pertaining to disciplinary 

practices encourage a sense of ownership for 
rules and consequences, thereby promoting 
responsibility and self-discipline in students. 

 The second author regularly reinforces a sense 
of control in her therapy sessions with children 
who have problems in school. For instance, Anna, 
an 8-year-old, was burdened by social anxiety. 
Although she was willing to talk with Suzanne 
about her interests, she became frozen whenever 
the discussion turned to friends and school. Her 
teacher told Suzanne that Anna frequently strug-
gles to enter groups of two or more children, par-
ticularly on the school playground. Suzanne 
applied a very effective, well-known therapeutic 
technique involving the use of “displacement.” 
She told Anna that she knew a little boy who was 
having a problem talking with friends and did not 
know how to help him. Anna immediately replied, 
“Does he have a hard time on the playground?” 
Suzanne responded, “Yes, the playground is 
where he has the most trouble.” 

 Anna continued, “Is he scared to talk with 
other children?” Eventually, the discussion led 
her to assert, “I think he might be worried they 
will make fun of him.” 

 Once this worry was verbalized, Suzanne 
engaged Anna in considering strategies for help-
ing the boy deal with his problems, which, of 
course, were the same strategies that Anna could 
implement to deal with her own problems. In 
essence, Anna was placed in a position of control, 
which encouraged her to discuss her own strug-
gles more directly, leading to a lessening of her 
anxiety. 

  Each student has different “islands of compe-
tence” and learning styles that must be identifi ed, 
respected, and reinforced.  This belief is at the 
core of a strength-based approach to education 
and overlaps with many of the other points 
reviewed in this chapter. Effective teachers appre-
ciate that one must move beyond a philosophy 
that fi xates on a student’s problems and vulnera-
bilities and affords equal, if not greater space, to 
strengths and competencies. 

 Researchers and clinicians have emphasized 
the signifi cance of recruiting selected areas of 
strength or “islands of competence” in building 
self-confi dence, motivation, and resilience (Deci 
& Flaste,  1995 ; Katz,  1994 ; Rutter,  1985  ) . Rutter, 
in describing resilient individuals, observed, 
“Experiences of success in one arena of life led 
to enhanced self-esteem and a feeling of self-
effi cacy, enabling them to cope more success-
fully with the subsequent life challenges and 
adaptations” (p. 604). Katz noted, “Being able to 
showcase our talents, and to have them valued 
by important people in our lives, helps us to 
defi ne our identities around that which we do 
best” (p. 10). 

   Understanding How You Learn Best 
 One of the most obvious guideposts for assisting 
students to feel competent is to teach them in 
ways in which they can learn best. Educators 
must appreciate that each student has different 
learning strengths and vulnerabilities (Gardner, 
 1983 ; Levine,  2002  ) . This requires that teachers 
familiarize themselves with such topics as multi-
ple intelligences and learning styles. 

 At the beginning of the school year, teachers 
can meet with each student for a few minutes and 
ask, “What are you interested in? What do you 
like to do? What do you think you do well?” 
While some students will respond eagerly, others 
may simply say, “I don’t know.” In that case, 
teachers can respond, “That’s okay, it often takes 
time to fi gure out what you’re good at. I’ll try to 
be of help.” 

 When the second author evaluates students 
referred for learning diffi culties, she always asks 
them how they prefer to learn. Some students are 
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not able to answer immediately, and many are 
surprised by the question, perhaps expecting that 
testing will only highlight their weaknesses. To 
encourage students to refl ect upon their learning 
style, Suzanne often raises more specifi c ques-
tions. For example, she asked Noah, a 15-year-
old high school freshman who was described by 
his parents as “highly intelligent and curious but 
completely unmotivated in school and often dis-
tracted in class,” if he had ever gone on a trip that 
he really enjoyed and still thinks about. 

 Noah’s expression, which had previously been 
rather fl at and tired looking, lit up as he began to 
describe his trip to China with his family last sum-
mer. He talked about the landscape, the culture, 
and the people with much excitement. Suzanne 
used his response to discuss the different ways we 
learn and to note that he appeared to be an “expe-
riential learner.” Noah, with obvious excitement 
in his voice, said, “That’s it. Is that why I’m so 
bored in class all the time?” Suzanne explained 
that although most of our learning occurs in the 
classroom, we could consider ways to supplement 
his learning with hands-on experiences once he 
reaches high school to make school feel less bor-
ing. Noah loved this idea, and as it turned out, the 
high school he will attend has a practicum option 
for students, which connects what they are learn-
ing in the classroom with real-life experiences. 
By asking Noah how he learned best, Suzanne 
was not only able to understand his struggles more 
clearly but in addition was able to develop a plan 
that would in essence adapt more traditional 
teaching methods to fi t with his learning style. By 
encouraging his input, she also reinforced his 
sense of ownership in the school environment. 

 A high school teacher noted that given all of 
the students attending his classes, he did not have 
the time to meet with each individually at the 
beginning of the year. Instead, he devised a ques-
tionnaire that he sent out to each student a week 
before school began. He told them that it was not 
mandatory that they complete the questionnaire, 
but if they did, it would help him to be a more 
effective teacher. The questionnaire focused on a 
number of areas, several of which asked students 
to list what they perceived to be their strengths 

and weaknesses and how they learned best. In the 
7 years in which he has sent out the questionnaire, 
not one student has failed to return it. This teacher 
found the information he obtained to be an invalu-
able resource in connecting with students.  

   Providing Opportunities to Help Others 
 Another strategy to enhance a sense of compe-
tence is to provide students with an opportunity 
to help others. Students experience a more posi-
tive attachment to school and are more motivated 
to learn if they are encouraged to contribute to 
the school milieu (Brooks,  1991 ; Rutter,  1980 ; 
Werner,  1993  ) . Examples include older students 
with learning problems reading to younger chil-
dren; a hyperactive child being asked to assume 
the position of “attendance monitor,” which 
involved walking around the halls to take atten-
dance of teachers while the latter were taking 
attendance of students; and the use of coopera-
tive learning in which students of varying abili-
ties work together as a team bringing their own 
unique strengths to different projects.  

   Lessening the Fear of Failure 
 One of the most powerful approaches for rein-
forcing a feeling of competence in students is to 
lessen their fear of failure. Many students equate 
making mistakes with feeling humiliated and, 
consequently, will avoid learning tasks that 
appear very challenging. There are students who 
would rather be bullies or quit at tasks or assert 
the work is dumb rather than engage in a learning 
activity that they feel may result in failure and 
embarrassment. In a desperate attempt to avoid 
failure, they journey down a path that takes them 
farther away from possible success. 

 The fear of making mistakes and failing per-
meates every classroom, and if it is not actively 
addressed, it remains an active force, compromis-
ing the joy and enthusiasm that should be part of 
the learning process. Effective educators can 
begin to overcome the fear of failure by identify-
ing and openly addressing it with students. One 
technique for doing so is for teachers to ask their 
class at the beginning of the school year, “Who 
feels they are going to make a mistake and not 
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understand something in class this year?” Before 
any of the students can respond, teachers can raise 
their hand as a way of initiating a discussion of 
how the fear of making mistakes affects learning. 

 It is often helpful for teachers to share some of 
their own anxieties and experiences about mak-
ing mistakes when they were students. They can 
recall when they were called upon in class, when 
they made mistakes, or when they failed a test. 
This openness often invites students to share 
some of their thoughts and feelings about making 
mistakes. Teachers can involve the class in prob-
lem solving by encouraging them to suggest what 
they can do as teachers and what the students can 
do as a class to minimize the fear of failure and 
appearing foolish. Issues of being called on and 
not knowing the answer can be discussed. 

 One middle school English teacher frequently 
uses a method he refers to as “playing dumb” 
when he is seeking their responses to a book that 
was read. He starts by saying, “I completely for-
got what happens in the end, does anyone remem-
ber?” He has found that this question is typically 
followed by an enthusiastic show of hands with 
students explaining the ending to their teacher. 
Although his questioning may seem contrived, 
this technique empowers students to take risks 
through the acknowledgement that even teachers 
can forget information and make mistakes. 
Effective teachers recognize that when the fear of 
failure and humiliation are actively addressed in 
the classroom, students will be more motivated to 
take realistic risks and to learn. 

  To realize that one must strive to become stress 
hardy rather than stressed out.  At the conclusion 
of one of our workshops, a teacher said, “I love 
your ideas, but I’m too stressed out to use them.” 
While the remark had a humorous tone, it also 
captured an important consideration. 

 At fi rst glance, the remark seems paradoxical 
since numerous educators have informed us that 
the strategies we advocate do not take time away 
from teaching, but rather help to create a class-
room environment that is more conducive to 
learning and less stressful. Yet, we can appreciate 
their frustration that change requires additional 
time, a commodity that is not readily available. 

Some are hesitant to leave their “comfort zone” 
even when this zone is fi lled with stress and pres-
sure. They would rather continue with a known 
situation that is less than satisfying than engage 
in the task of entering a new, unexplored territory 
that holds promise but also uncertainty. 

 If educators are to be effective in applying 
many of the ideas described in this chapter for 
nurturing motivation, engagement, and resilience 
in students, they must venture from their “com-
fort zone” by utilizing techniques for dealing 
with the stress and pressure that are inherent in 
their work. Each teacher can discover his or her 
own ways for managing stress. For instance, 
some can rely on exercise, others on relaxation or 
meditation techniques, all of which can be very 
benefi cial. In addition to these approaches, there 
has been research conducted by Kobasa and her 
colleagues (Kobasa et al.,  1982 ; Kobasa & 
Puccetti,  1983  )  under the label of “stress hardi-
ness” that examines the characteristics or mind-
set of individuals who experience less stress than 
their colleagues while working in the same envi-
ronment. Kobasa’s work has been applied to the 
teaching profession (Holt, Fine, & Tollefson, 
 1987 ; Martinez,  1989  ) . 

 This mindset involves three interrelated com-
ponents: commitment, challenge, and control 
(“3Cs”). When we describe them at our work-
shops, we encourage educators to refl ect upon 
how they might apply this information to lessen 
stress and burnout. 

 The fi rst C represents “commitment.” Stress-
hardy individuals do not lose sight of why they are 
doing what they are doing. They maintain a genu-
ine passion or purpose for their work, which as we 
have seen is a critical dimension of intrinsic moti-
vation. While we may all have “down” days, it is 
sad to observe educators who basically say to 
themselves each morning in a resigned way, “I’ve 
got to go to school. I’ve got to see those kids.” 
Once a feeling of “I’ve got to” or “being forced to” 
pervades one’s mindset, a sense of commitment 
and purpose is sacrifi ced, replaced by feelings of 
stress and burnout. As an antidote to burnout, a 
staff meeting might be dedicated to sharing why 
one became a teacher, a school administrator, a 
counselor, a nurse, or a psychologist. Such an 
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exercise helps staff to recall and invigorate their 
dreams and goals. 

 The second C is for “challenge.” Educators 
who deal more effectively with stress have devel-
oped a mindset that views diffi cult situations as 
opportunities for learning and growth rather than 
as stress to avoid. For example, a principal of a 
school faced a challenging situation. Her school 
was located in a neighborhood that had changed 
in a few short years from a middle class popula-
tion with much parent involvement to a neigh-
borhood with a lower socioeconomic makeup 
and less parent involvement. There were several 
key factors that contributed to the decrease in 
parent involvement, including less fl exibility for 
many parents to leave work in order to attend a 
school meeting or conference as well as many 
parents feeling unwelcome and anxious in school 
based upon their own histories as children in the 
school environment. 

 Instead of bemoaning this state of affairs and 
becoming increasingly upset and stressed, this 
particular principal and her staff realized that the 
education of their students would be greatly 
enhanced if parents became active participants in 
the educational process; consequently, they 
viewed the lack of involvement as a challenge to 
meet rather than as a stress to avoid. Among 
other strategies, they scheduled several staff 
meetings in the late afternoon and moved the site 
of the meetings from the school building to a 
popular community house a few blocks away. 
These changes encouraged a number of the par-
ents to attend the meetings since the new time 
was more accommodating to their schedules and 
the new location helped them to feel more com-
fortable since it was held on their “turf.” The 
relationship between parents and teachers was 
greatly enhanced, and the children were the 
benefi ciaries. 

 The third C is “control” or what we earlier 
referred to as “personal control” since some indi-
viduals may mistakenly view the word control as 
a form of controlling others. Control, as used in 
stress hardiness theory, implies that individuals 
who successfully manage stress and pressure 
focus their time and energy on factors over which 
they have infl uence rather than attempting to 

change things that are beyond their sphere of 
control. Although many individuals believe they 
engage in activities over which they have infl u-
ence or control, in fact, many do not. We worked 
with a group of teachers who were feeling burned 
out. We reviewed the basic tenets of stress hardi-
ness theory and asked if they focused their ener-
gies on factors within their domain of control. 
They replied in the affi rmative. 

 We then asked them to list what would help 
their jobs to be less stressful. Their answers 
included, “If the students came from less dys-
functional families, if they came to school better 
prepared to learn, if they had more discipline at 
home.” After a few moments, one of the teachers 
smiled and said, “We fi rst said that we focus on 
what we have control over, but everything that 
we are mentioning to help us feel less stressed are 
things over which we have little control.” After 
the teacher said this, the group engaged in a lively 
discussion focusing on what educators might do 
to create classroom climates that nurtured learn-
ing and engagement even if the students came 
from home environments that were less than sup-
portive of education. One teacher astutely noted, 
“We are expecting our students to come to school 
excited about learning and when they do not we 
get frustrated and annoyed. Instead, what I’m 
hearing is that we must ask, ‘What can we do dif-
ferently to help motivate students who are not 
motivated and what can we do to help students 
who feel hopeless about learning to feel more 
hopeful? As the discussion continued, the teach-
ers recognized that by focusing on what they 
could do differently to improve the learning envi-
ronment was empowering and lessened stressful 
feelings. The mood of pessimism and burnout 
that had pervaded the room began to change.    

   Concluding Thoughts 

 The concept of mindsets can help us to under-
stand the underpinnings of three interrelated con-
cepts: motivation, student engagement, and 
resilience. Future research can evaluate the out-
come of implementing within the school culture 
different components of the mindset that cut 
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across these three concepts. For instance, educa-
tors can examine the impact of introducing a 
mentoring system and the specifi c activities of the 
mentors (such as offered by the Check & Connect 
program; Sinclair et al.,  2005  ) , increasing student 
input and ownership by having students regularly 
attend parent-teacher conferences, or engaging 
students to contribute to the welfare of others. 

 When these interventions are introduced, 
researchers can study changes in a number of vari-
ables including: learning and achievement, student 
attendance, dropout rates, acts of bullying, occur-
rence of behavioral problems, and teacher reten-
tion. Well-researched and fi eld-tested assessment 
instruments such as the Comprehensive School 
Climate Inventory (CSCI) developed by the 
National School Climate Center (formerly the 
Center for Social and Emotional Education 
[CSEE]) can be used to obtain input from students, 
parents, and school personnel to measure changes 
in school climate when mindsets for motivation, 
student engagement, and resilience are reinforced 
in a systematic way (Cohen,  2006  ) . 

 The more aware educators are of the mindset 
of motivated, engaged, resilient students and the 
more aware they are of their own mindset, the 
more capable they will be in implementing strat-
egies to develop this mindset in all students. The 
result will be classroom environments fi lled with 
excitement, safety, eagerness to learn, engage-
ment, self-discipline, respect, and resilience. 
Both faculty and students will thrive in such an 
environment.      
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  Abstract 

 Nearly one third of secondary school students report decreased engage-
ment in school during their teen years. When considering the emotional or 
psychological aspects of engagement, which are routinely associated with 
high-risk behaviors, a student must somehow conclude that, at a mini-
mum, at least one specifi c person at their school truly cares about him or 
her not only as a student, but as a person. This caring individual, be it a 
teacher, coach, administrator, or counselor, does not simply express 
respect, concern, and trust in the student as part of their job, but also the 
student comes to believe that this person sees intrinsic value in him or her 
as a human being. In this chapter we underscore the association between 
student engagement and high-risk behaviors in adolescence. Although all 
aspects of student engagement are important to the full development of 
youth, the salience of student engagement when considering troubling and 
high-risk behaviors in schools warrants educators’ attention. We summa-
rize research in this area and provide an overview of system-level 
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    Introduction    

 We approach the topic of adolescent student 
engagement, particularly considering high-risk 
behaviors, from the perspective that engagement 
research is incomplete if it only considers stu-
dents’ individual academic behaviors or personal 
scholastic incentives. In our view, the student and 
his or her personal beliefs and perceptions about 
school and the schooling process are central to 
engagement considerations. When considering 
the emotional or psychological aspects of engage-
ment, which are routinely associated with high-
risk behaviors, a student must somehow conclude 
that, at a minimum, at least one specifi c person at 
their school truly cares about him or her not only 
as a student but as a person (Murray & Malmgren, 
 2005  ) . This caring individual, be it a teacher, 
coach, administrator, or counselor, does not sim-
ply express respect, concern, and trust in the stu-
dent as part of their job (Johnson,  2009  ) , but also 
the student comes to believe that this person sees 
intrinsic value in him or her as a human being. 
As was stated by one of the teachers in Gregory 
and Ripski’s  (  2008  )  study of student trust, “The 
one thing that seems to mean the most to her (the 
student) is my affection and my caring about her 
as a person” (p. 343). 

 Literature reviewed in this chapter under-
scores the association between student engage-
ment and high-risk behaviors in adolescence. To 
examine this topic, we fi rst defi ne the engage-
ment terms presented in the chapter and provide 
brief comments to address the three common 
topics in each chapter of this volume by (a) pro-
viding our defi nition of engagement and motiva-
tion, (b) describing the framework and theory we 
use to study and explain engagement and motiva-
tion, and (c) defi ning the role of context in 

explaining student engagement. We then summa-
rize research about the identifi ed relations 
between student engagement and troubling and 
high-risk behaviors. Finally, we provide an over-
view of system level interventions and strategies 
to build bonding and connectedness, particularly 
for those students who engage in high-risk behav-
iors. We hope reader will recognize the impor-
tance of this research, noting that the topic of this 
chapter applies to many students because nearly 
one third of secondary school students report 
decreased engagement during their teen years 
(Archambault, Janosz, Morizot, & Pagani,  2009  ) . 
In addition, even for the majority of students who 
are generally involved in their schooling experi-
ence, affective engagement is lower than behav-
ioral and cognitive engagement (Archambault 
et al.,  2009  ) . 

   Defi nitions of Engagement 

 Various aspects of student engagement have been 
studied under a variety of terms including school 
connectedness, teacher support, school bonding, 
school climate, school engagement, and more 
recently student engagement (Blum & Libbey, 
 2004 ; O’Farrell & Morrison,  2003  ) . Researchers 
have suggested that the term represents a multi-
faceted construct that involves student thoughts, 
beliefs, emotions, and behaviors as it relates to 
school. Researchers have recently organized the 
conceptualization of engagement into three sub-
types: behavioral, cognitive, and emotional or 
affective (Fredricks, Blumenfeld, & Paris, 
 2004 ;    Jimerson et al.,  2003 ). However, Appleton, 
Christenson, and Furlong  (  2008  )  made a convinc-
ing argument for four components of student 
engagement: academic, behavioral, cognitive, and 
psychological. These four components are based 

interventions and strategies to build bonding and connectedness, particu-
larly for those students who engage in high-risk behaviors. We conclude 
that clear defi nitions and unifi ed research in the area of student engage-
ment can allow for continued advancements in understanding how to best 
engage students, specifi cally high-risk students, and yield positive aca-
demic and life outcomes for youth.   
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on a comprehensive review of literature related to 
student engagement and particularly the work of 
Finn  (  1989  ) , Connell (Connell, Halpern-Felsher, 
Clifford, Crichlow, & Usinger,  1995 ; Connell & 
Wellborn,  1991  ) , and McPartland  (  1994  ) . 

  Academic engagement  includes variables such 
as points earned, homework completion, and 
time on task.  Behavioral engagement  may include 
variables such as attendance, the absence of dis-
ruptive behaviors, adhering to school rules, extra-
curricular activities participation, and student 
participation in learning and academic assign-
ments (Fredricks et al.,  2004  ) .  Emotional engage-
ment  is the student’s emotional reactions at school 
that includes interest, boredom, happiness, sadness, 
and anxiety (Fredricks et al.,  2004 ). Otherwise 
labeled as psychological engagement, this may 
include relationships with teachers and peers, as 
well as feelings of belonging.  Cognitive engage-
ment  may include indicators such as personal 
goal development, self-regulation relevance of 
schoolwork to future goals, and the value of 
learning. Fredricks et al.,  2004  suggested cogni-
tive engagement can be described as the students’ 
investment in learning, self-regulation, and the 
use of strategies to gain knowledge and skills.  

   Engagement and Motivation 

 How does one know if a student is motivated? 
When others “see” motivation, they describe what a 
student does, the products he or she produces (qual-
ity and quantity), and perhaps mention comments 
that the student makes, from which attitudes, 
goals, and dreams are inferred. That is, the stu-
dent’s behaviors signal that he or she values 
schoolwork and is striving to do it well, perhaps 
to fulfi ll higher life aspirations. These are infer-
ences made by others rather than motivation. By 
its nature, motivation is an internal, personal 
experience. In our view, motivation is the psycho-
logical driving force that increases the probability 
that a student engages in behaviors that lead 
toward desired scholastic goals. In this regard, 
engagement is the more visible manifestation of 
such motivational tendencies. Students who are 
motivated to learn and do well in school can be 
observed doing the “work” of a student (Schaufeli, 

Martinez, Pinto, Salanova, & Bakker,  2002  ) . This 
describes what has been labeled the “behavioral” 
and “academic” aspects of engagement (Appleton 
et al.,  2008 ; Fredricks et al.,  2004  ) . Among the 
markers that have been used to assess behavioral 
engagement—the student is at school nearly every 
day, completes tasks in a timely manner, is atten-
tive to and responsive to teacher questions, and 
asks teachers how they did on assignments—all 
suggest personal commitment to the schooling 
process. From our view, confusion arises between 
the terms motivation and engagement because (a) 
motivation is an internal experience that can only 
be inferred indirectly by others and (b) the evolu-
tion of the term engagement has expanded to 
include both behavioral components and internal 
psychological ones (affective and cognitive). The 
term engagement implies some level of involve-
ment and activity: Are you doing the work of a 
student? Do you value the work being done? Are 
you in it for the long haul? When we speak of 
motivation, we see it as being the combination of 
these three key questions. As has been concep-
tualized by others (Appleton et al.,  2008 ), the 
behavioral and cognitive components also clearly 
address these key questions. What then distin-
guished the historical conceptualization of engage-
ment from motivation is the affective component 
that can be understood as the link between the stu-
dent as an individually motivated learner and the 
student as a member of a social network that encom-
passes both one-on-one relationships (e.g., student-
teacher and friend-friend) and being the part of 
larger social networks (e.g., classroom, social 
groups, school-wide climate). In this chapter, we 
will focus on the affective elements of engagement, 
utilizing various terms seen in the literature, such as 
school engagement, student engagement, school 
connectedness, and school bonding. The term 
school bonding is the oldest term and connotes the 
personal and relational links associated with reduced 
participation in risky behaviors.  

   The Engagement Process 

 Social development researchers (e.g., Hawkins, 
Guo, Hill, Battin-Pearson, & Abbott,  2001  )  have 
suggested that student engagement develops in 
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the individual as they are provided the opportu-
nity for behavioral involvement, social skills 
training, and rewards for using these social skills 
in interpersonal situations. Extending this model 
to include the various terms that have been used 
in the student engagement literature, Furlong 
et al.  (  2003  )  offered the PACM model.  Partici-
pation  (behavioral involvement) contributes to the 
formation of interpersonal  Attachments  (social 
bonding), which in turn results in a student dev-
eloping a sense of personal  Commitment  (valuing 
of education), and ultimately to incorporating 
school  Membership  (identifi cation as a school 
community citizen) as part of his or her self- 
identity (P → A → C → M). Such a model is 
relevant to all students, particularly those consid-
ered to be “high risk.” This model, if used as the 
basis for educational practice, has the potential to 
structure overall school improvement efforts. 

 O’Farrell, Morrison, and Furlong  (  2006  )  
reviewed fi ve levels of engagement supported 
within the school environment. First, schools can 
conduct school-wide activities (e.g., clubs, sports) 
that  reaffi rm  relationships with the majority of 
students who are not at risk. Second, schools can 
reach out to and  reconnect  with students who are 
marginally involved with school and may not 
respond to universal strategies. Third, schools 
may need to  reconstruct  relationships with stu-
dents who show serious emotional and behavioral 
diffi culties through intensive interventions such 
as family therapy or behavioral assessments and 
interventions. Fourth, for a small group of students, 
schools will need to  repair  the relationships of 
students who may have been marginalized, and/
or victims of serious or chronic violence at school 
and require interventions to  renew  a sense of 
school safety and membership. For marginalized 
students, opportunities to repair bonds across 
various social contexts may be of particular 
importance. If a student is signifi cantly disen-
gaged from school and possibly other environ-
ments (home and community), it may be necessary 
to use multiple agencies to intervene and create 
opportunities for attachment and the develop-
ment of self-effi cacy. We will focus on recon-
struction and repair of relationships for youth 
engaging in high-risk behavior.  

   The Engaged and Disengaged Student 

 In this section, we offer the distinction between 
active and positive engagement in school and 
active and negative disengagement; that is, disen-
gagement is not merely the absence of engage-
ment. Guthrie  (  2001  ) , for example, described an 
engaged reader in this way,

  Devoted students are intent on reading to under-
stand. They focus on meaning and avoid distrac-
tions. Strategies such as self-monitoring and 
inferencing are used with little effort. These readers 
exchange ideas and interpretations with fellow 
 students. We refer to these students who are intrin-
sically motivated to read for knowledge and enjoy-
ment as ‘engaged’ readers (p. 2).   

 In this regard, cognitive engagement focuses 
on how deeply the student participates in the 
tasks of being a student and on using academic 
tasks for broader personal skill development and 
enhancing self-effi cacy. However, researchers 
(Abbott et al.,  1998 ; Hirschi,  1969  )  have long 
recognized that some students do not participate 
in such personally facilitative ways in the aca-
demic context. Drawing from resilience research 
(Catalano, Hawkins, & Smith,  2001 ; Herrenkohl, 
Hawkins, Chung, Hill, & Battin-Pearson,  2000  ) , 
models show that youth with the accumulation of 
multiple challenges (e.g., poverty, inconsistent 
parenting experiences) are at an increased risk of 
negative developmental outcomes. These life 
experiences may make it more diffi cult for a 
youth to be able to focus on and be behavior-
ally engaged at school. These youth are seen as 
being, in fact, more likely to be “disengaged,” 
“disconnected,” or at best inconsistently commit-
ted to the educational values and mission of the 
school. 

 Such students are likely to be less motivated 
by task mastery or performance goals (Eccles & 
Wigfi eld,  2002 ; Finn,  1989,   1993  ) . They are more 
likely to be suspended from school for behaviors 
such as defi ance, disobedience, or disrespect 
directed toward the teacher (Morrison & Skiba, 
 2001  ) , which can strain the formation of a caring 
supportive relationship and undermines the legit-
imacy of a teacher’s authority for the student 
(Gregory & Ripski,  2008  ) . In fact, disengaged 
students may not just ignore or disregard teachers 
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and other school authority fi gures, but if they 
conclude that school is not a place that is accept-
ing and inclusive, they can actively resist teacher 
directives (Solorzarno & Delgado Bernal,  2001  ) . 
It is not just that disengaged students may believe 
that their teachers and others at school do not 
have positive regard for them, but they conclude 
that the school context actively rejects them and 
does not promote or have a supportive caring cli-
mate (Noddings,  1995  ) . 

 A number of organizations and measures 
focus on student and community assets. The 
Search Institute is one of these organizations, 
which uses their framework of 40 developmental 
assets and the relationship of these assets to 
 negative outcomes, to inform asset building in 
communities. The Search Institute has partnered 
with cities and schools to utilize these data to 
assist in the development of programs that target 
student engagement. The Search Institute has led 
a multiyear study of developmental assessment 
among school-aged youth and linked asset pro-
fi les to the students’ individual school records. 
The results of this research show that low assets    
are associated with increased participation in 
high-risk behaviors such as substance use and 

aggressive behavior (Roehlkepartain, Benson, & 
Sesma,  2003  ) . 

 In addition, California Healthy Kids Survey 
(CHKS) data provide information about the rela-
tions between student engagement and risky 
behaviors. The CHKS includes sections about 
violence, perceptions of safety, harassment, bul-
lying, and the use of alcohol and other drugs. The 
CHKS also has a  Resilience Youth Development 
Module  to measure external resources (protective 
factors). RYDM external assets items measure 
students’ perceptions of caring relationships, high 
expectations, and opportunities for meaningful 
participation in school. Hanson and Kim  (  2007  )  
conducted several factor analyses and found that 
the six items from the Caring Relationship and 
High Expectation subscales combined to form 
one factor that they called “school support” with 
the three meaningful participation items holding 
together in a separate factor. 

 We examined the CHKS sample of 92,600 stu-
dents collected during the 2006–2007 and 2007–
2008 school years who were in grades 9 (52%) and 
11 (48%). These students were from 50 of the 58 
California counties. Students were placed into one 
of three groups, as shown in Table  27.1 . The fi rst 

   Table 27.1    Percentage of California students in grades 9 and 11 reporting troubling and high-risk behaviors by per-
ceptions of school support (caring adult relations and high expectations) and opportunities for meaningful participation 
in school activities ( N  = 92,600)   

 Troubling and high-risk behaviors 

 High a  level of 
meaningful participation 
and school supports (%) 

 All other 
students (%) 

 Low b  level of 
meaningful participation 
and school supports (%) 

 Any past 30-day cigarette use  6  9  16 
 Any past 30-day marijuana use  8  12  20 
 In past 30-days had at least 1 alcoholic drink  12  19  37 
 Any past 30-day binge drinking  12  16  23 
 Any past 12-month fi ghting at school  13  16  25 
 Any past 30-day carried gun at school  2  3  8 
 Any past 12-month skipped school or cut class  31  38  49 
 Self-report gang member  6  7  12 

   Note:   School supports  is the total of the following six items:  At my school, there is a teacher or some other adult… 
(1 = Not at All True, 2 = A Little True, 3 = Pretty Much True, 4 = Very Much True)  who really cares about me, who tells 
me when I do a good job, who notices when I am not there, who always wants me to do my best, who listens to me when 
I have something to say, and who believes that I will be a success.  Meaningful participation  is the total of the follow-
ing three items:  At school… (1 = Not at All True, 2 = A Little True, 3 = Pretty Much True, 4 = Very Much True) , I do 
interesting activities; I help decide things like class activities or rules; I do things that make a difference (see Furlong 
et al.,  2009 ; Hanson & Kim, 2008 for more information on the CHKS survey and these scales). Missing responses for 
each item ranged from 0.5% to 1.0% 
  a  z -Scores > 1.0 
  b  z -Scores < 1.0  
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group included youth whose  z -scores on the 
School Supports and Meaningful Participation 
scales were both more than one standard deviation 
above the means for the entire sample. These stu-
dents perceived their relationships with teachers to 
be very positive and caring, and they believed they 
had ample opportunities to participate in meaning-
ful activities at school. In brief, these students 
reported being highly connected and engaged with 
school (note that this was only about 6% of 9th 
graders and 8% of 11th graders). At the other end 
of the connectedness continuum, a second group 
included youth whose  z -scores on the School 
Supports and Meaningful Participation scales 
were both more than one standard deviation below 
the means for the entire sample. These students 
were generally disengaged (note that this was 
about 21% of 9th graders and 18% of 11th graders 
in this sample). The remaining students were 
somewhere in between these two extreme exem-
plar groups. As shown in Table  27.1 , about one in 
fi ve students who reported low levels of connect-
edness and engagement also consistently reported 
higher rates of involvement in substance use and 
aggression-related behaviors. The students who 
reported being disengaged from school typically 
reported engaging in risky behaviors about twice 
as often as highly engaged students. It is inaccu-
rate to conclude that these behaviors are typical 
for most students, but they do illustrate that when 
students are able to form positive relationships 
with adults at school, they are less likely to report 
engaging in troubling and risky behaviors.    

   The Impact of Student Engagement 

   Student Engagement and Troubling 
and High-Risk Behaviors 

 When youth consider engaging in risky and trou-
bling behaviors (i.e., if they are not acting on 
impulse), various factors can infl uence their 
choices—the behavior’s danger, excitement, 
legality, morality, and, of relevance to this chap-
ter’s topic, the opinions of peers and adults 
(Abbott-Chapman, Denholm, & Wyld,  2008  ) . Of 
these considerations, which aspects of engagement 

are most salient when considering students who 
might otherwise be unmotivated or disengaged 
from school? Most of the research on adolescents 
and their involvement in troubling and high-risk 
behaviors has identifi ed the affective component 
of engagement as being particularly important. 
This research has multidisciplinary origins (pub-
lic health, education, development, psychopa-
thology), but has coalesced to encompass the 
core notion that adolescents’ perceptions of the 
commitment and caring of adults at school are 
associated with reduced involvement in  troubling 
and high-risk behaviors. 

 Research has established positive relations 
between student engagement and student devel-
opmental outcomes including academic achieve-
ment (Fredricks et al.,  2004 ; Lee & Smith,  1995  ) , 
substance use, physical and mental health prob-
lems (Carter, McGee, Taylor, & Williams,  2007  ) , 
school dropout (National Research Council and 
Institute of Medicine,  2004 ; Perry,  2008  ) , as well 
as conduct problems and violence (Henrich, 
Brookmeyer, & Shahar,  2005 ; Loukas, Suzuki, & 
Horton,  2006  ) . This section reviews both short-
term and long-term benefi ts of student engage-
ment as well as the negative correlates of student 
disengagement. 

   Academic Achievement 
 According to the National Research Council 
and Institute of Medicine  (  2004  ) , one of the 
most consistently documented correlates of stu-
dent engagement is student academic achieve-
ment. Research has found a strong positive 
relation between the level of student engage-
ment and student academic achievement as 
measured by scores on standardized assess-
ments (e.g., Finn & Voelkl,  1993 ; Lee & Smith, 
 1995 ; Roeser, Midgley, & Urdan,  1996  ) . This 
relation has been found to be consistent across 
demographic variables including gender, race/
ethnicity, and socioeconomic status, and was 
found to be a positive correlate for academic 
achievement among high-risk students (Finn, 
 1993 ; Finn & Rock,  1997  ) . 

 Student engagement has been identifi ed to 
function as a key mediator of academic achieve-
ment through academic performance, grade 
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promotion, and grade retention (Perry,  2008  ; 
Perry, Liu, & Pabian,  2010 ) . Among a sample of 
1,803 high-risk students, Finn and Rock  (  1997  )  
identifi ed engagement to be a signifi cant compo-
nent of “academic resilience” even after control-
ling for background and psychological 
characteristics. Results indicated a signifi cant 
effect size of .78 ( p  = .001) when examining the 
teacher report of student engagement of students 
who dropped out of school compared to students 
who completed school. Students who are better 
engaged with various aspects of their schooling 
show higher academic achievement compared to 
disengaged students (Fredricks et al.,  2004  ) . 
Anderman and Anderman  (  1999  )  found that stu-
dent sense of school belonging was associated 
with motivation and focus toward academic 
tasks, which subsequently yielded academic 
achievement. Similarly, disengaged students 
attend school irregularly, do not complete 
coursework, and subsequently learn less than 
their academically engaged peers. This 
 disengaged pattern of behavior results in lower 
levels of overall academic achievement (National 
Research Council and Institute of Medicine, 
 2004  )  and likely leads to reduced opportunities 
for positively engaging adults at school and sub-
sequently developing positive relationships. 

 The relation between a student’s level of 
school engagement and academic achievement is 
evident even in primary grades (Alexander, 
Entwisle, & Dauber,  1993  ) ; however, the conse-
quences of disengagement may not be observed 
until later years (i.e., middle school and high 
school; Roscigno & Ainsworth-Darnell,  1999  ) . 
Early achievement researchers have found that 
engagement in early primary grades predicts 
long-term scholastic growth (Ladd & Dinella, 
 2009  ) . Alexander and colleagues  (  1993  )  and 
Alexander, Entwisle, and Dauber  (  1996  )  found 
that teachers’ ratings of student school engage-
ment based on student interest and participation 
in the classroom in the fi rst grade of school were 
related to later achievement, as observed through 
academic test scores (direct effect coeffi cients of 
.33 in reading and .28 in math,  p  = .01), and grades 
over the fi rst 4 years of school (direct effect coef-
fi cients of .37 in year 1 to .20 in year 4,  p  = .01). 

Early problems with school engagement, or 
school disengagement, have long-term effects 
and put students at risk for academic achieve-
ment diffi culties. Research fi ndings suggest that 
student engagement continues to parallel achieve-
ment patterns through high school (Roscigno & 
Ainsworth-Darnell,  1999 ). 

 Finn  (  1989  )  described the long-term effects 
of student engagement on academic achieve-
ment through a participation-identifi cation model. 
This model suggests that early disengagement 
from school (e.g., lack of behavioral participation) 
leads to unsuccessful academic outcomes. These 
poor school outcomes lead to student withdrawal 
and lack of identifi cation with the school. This 
lack of identifi cation results in nonparticipation 
in school-related activities, which, in turn, results 
in negative academic outcomes. The participa-
tion-identifi cation model is a cyclical process, 
meaning that school participation and school 
identifi cation reciprocally infl uence each other 
over time. Overall, literature suggests that 
engagement with the school community and 
 academic schoolwork is a proximate determinant 
of both current and future student academic 
achievement.  

   Substance Use and Physical and Mental 
Health Correlates 
 Student engagement has also been identifi ed as 
having an impact on substance use and physical 
and mental health outcomes among adolescents. 
Student disengagement during the teenage years 
may lead to the failure to acquire basic profi cien-
cies needed to survive in society. A lack of such 
skill sets put individuals at risk for poor overall 
health outcomes (National Research Council and 
Institute of Medicine,  2004  ) . Unhealthy behav-
iors that begin during adolescence are more often 
found among students with low levels of engage-
ment compared to students with high levels of 
engagement. These behaviors can have lifelong 
negative consequences. A key study by Resnick 
and colleagues  (  1997  )  generated unique, substan-
tial interest in the potential protective role of 
what they called “school connectedness” with 
adults at school. Resnick et al. ( 1997 ) conducted 
a study to identify various risk and protective fac-
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tors both inside and outside of the school setting. 
The researchers performed cross-sectional analy-
sis on interview data of 12,118 (of 90,118) high 
school and middle school students who partici-
pated in the National Longitudinal Study of 
Adolescent Health (ADD Health). When analyz-
ing the data separately for the adolescents in 
grades 7–8 and 9–12, respectively, they found 
that high levels of school connectedness and use 
of cigarettes were negatively correlated at a mag-
nitude of −.19 ( p  < .001) for students in grades 
7–8 and −.25 ( p  < .001) for students in grades 
9–12. The use of alcohol was negatively corre-
lated at a magnitude of −.23 ( p  < .001) for stu-
dents in grades 7–8 and −.21 ( p  < .001) for 
students in grades 9–12. In other words, students 
with high levels of school engagement were sig-
nifi cantly less likely to use cigarettes and alcohol. 
Similarly, high levels of school connectedness 
for the two groups were associated with less fre-
quent marijuana use. School engagement and 
marijuana use were correlated at a magnitude of 
−.22 ( p  < .001) for students in grades 7–8 and 
−.24 ( p  < .001) for students in grades 9–12. As 
might be expected, they found that parent/family 
connectedness was associated with the frequency 
of substance use, but that positive school social 
connections explained unique variance in risk-
related behavior patterns. 

 Additionally, student engagement is associ-
ated with student mental health and well-being. 
Students with high levels of engagement were 
found to have reduced risk of depression and 
 suicidal ideation compared to students with low 
engagement (Carter et al.,  2007  ) . Highly engaged 
students were found to report better overall men-
tal health and well-being outcomes compared to 
disengaged youth (Holdsworth & Blanchard, 
 2006  ) . A high level of student engagement was 
found to be related to healthy behaviors, for 
example, high engagement related to higher 
 levels of physical activity, better eating habits 
and nutrition, safer sex, and cycle helmet use 
(Carter et al.,  2007 ). Strong student engagement 
was also found to be associated with a decreased 
 likelihood of pregnancy among teenage girls 
(Manlove,  1998  ) .  

   School Dropout 
 School dropout is one of the most visible out-
comes of pervasive student disengagement 
(Alliance for Excellent Education,  2009 ; National 
Research Council and Institute of Medicine,  2004  ) . 
In a review of research on outcomes associated 
with student engagement, Fredricks and colleagues 
 (  2004  )  found that student disengagement from 
school including low academic participation, poor 
attendance, minimal work involvement, and dis-
plays of negative  conduct is a precursor of school 
dropout (Barrington & Hendricks,  1989 ; Fredricks 
et al.,  2004  ) . It is clear that students who are not 
engaged in school are at a greater risk for low aca-
demic achievement and school failure and subse-
quently exhibit higher dropout rates compared to 
high achieving students (Bridgeland, DiJulio, & 
Morison,  2006 ; Janosz, Archambault, Morizot, & 
Pagani,  2008 ; National Research Council and 
Institute of Medicine,  2004 ; Perry,  2008  ) . Janosz 
and colleagues  (  2008  )  found that out of a sample 
of 13,300 students between the ages of 12 and 16, 
those students who were identifi ed as demonstrat-
ing negative or inconsistent school engagement 
patterns were between 10 and 80 times more at 
risk for dropping out of school than peers who 
exhibited typical school engagement patterns. 

 Consequences of being disengaged from 
school are serious for high-risk youth who may 
not have other resources available to help coun-
terbalance the effects of school failure. Disengaged 
students from challenging backgrounds (e.g., 
poverty) in urban school settings are more likely 
to drop out than disengaged students who are not 
from disadvantaged backgrounds (Perry,  2008  ) . 
However, just as student disengagement can lead 
to student dropout, student engagement can act as 
a protective factor against academic failure 
(Fredricks et al.,  2004  ) . Students with high levels 
of engagement are more likely to exhibit high 
academic achievement and are less likely to drop 
out of school (Crosnoe, Mistry, & Elder,  2002  ) . A 
student’s perception of his or her connection to 
the school, teachers, and peers can act as a pro-
tective factor that keeps high-risk children in 
school (Fine,  1991 ; Finn & Rock,  1997 ; Fredricks 
et al.,  2004 ; Mehan et al.,  1996  ) .  
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   Conduct Problems/Violence 
 Many forms of community and school violence 
have been perpetrated by students who had a his-
tory of social alienation and detachment at school 
(Sandhu, Arora, & Sandhu,  2001  ) . Students with 
high levels of engagement were identifi ed as 
exhibiting lower levels of problem behaviors (Finn 
& Rock,  1997 ; Gutman & Midgley,  2000  ) . 
Students with low levels of engagement were more 
likely than engaged peers to display negative 
behaviors or conduct problems such as fi ghting 
which leads to additional negative conse quences 
including school suspension and further disen-
gagement from school (Carter et al.,  2007 ; 
Fredricks et al.,  2004  ) . Along this same vein, high 
levels of student engagement are correlated to a 
lower likelihood of being involved in violent 
behaviors for ethnically and socioeconomically 
diverse male and female adolescents in grades 
7–12 (Henrich et al.,  2005 ; Loukas et al.,  2006  ) . 
Furthermore, student engagement has been identi-
fi ed as a protective factor against weapon carrying 
for ethnically diverse males and African-American 
females (Kodjo, Auinger, & Ryan,  2003  ) . Last, 
students who feel more engaged in school, 
 empowered by their teachers, and supported 
by their teachers and peers are less likely to bully 
others or be victimized by peers (Brookmeyer, 
Fanti, & Henrich,  2006  ) . These fi ndings hold true 
for both urban and suburban, ethnically diverse 
adolescents.   

   Summary of Recent Studies: Hybrid Risk 
and Protective Factors 

 Student disengagement from school is associated 
with considerable negative academic, behavioral, 
and physical outcomes. Similarly, strong student 
engagement has been identifi ed as a protective and 
promotive factor contributing to both academic 
and overall success. Recent research on student 
engagement and compatible terms (e.g., school 
connectedness, school bonding) continue to high-
light the positive outcomes associated with a posi-
tive relationship between students and school 
community, and the negative effects associated with 
student disengagement. Table  27.2  summarizes the 

fi ndings of key studies published within the past 
decade that evaluate student engagement and the 
associated outcomes. This table serves as a refer-
ence guide to review both positive and negative 
outcomes associated with student engagement and 
disengagement from school.    

   Prevention and Intervention: 
What Can Be Done? 

 Although all aspects of student engagement are 
important to the full development of youth, the 
salience of student connectedness when consid-
ering troubling and high-risk behaviors in 
schools is recognized in a vast body of research. 
Research evidence supporting the recommenda-
tion to promote positive and caring relationships 
among students parents and staff is substantial 
and is strongly backed by randomized control 
trials (Langberg et al.,  2006 ,  2008 ; Molina 
et al.,  2008 ; Murray & Malgren,  2005 ; Sinclair, 
Christenson, Evelo, & Hurley,  1998 ; Sinclair, 
Christenson, & Thurlow,  2005 ), quasi-experi-
mental studies (Gottfredson, Gerstenblith, Soule, 
Womer, & Lu,  2004 ) and single case studies 
(Hawken & Horner,  2003 ; Moore, Cateledge, & 
Heckaman,  1995 ), and single case studies 
(Hawken & Horner,  2003 ; Moore, Cateledge, & 
Heckaman,  1995 ).  Most of these studies were 
specifi cally designed to improve the school rela-
tionships of students who were at risk or had 
already exhibited behavior problems. 

 Although contexts outside the school setting 
contribute to student engagement, schools still 
need to consider ways to engage students, avoid 
disengaging students, as well as reconstruct and 
repair relationships with students who have dis-
engaged. Fortunately, research indicates that 
alterable school-based assets infl uence student 
engagement for youth at all levels of family risk, 
even when individual traits are considered 
(Sharkey, You, & Schnoebelen,  2008  ) . Furlong 
and colleagues  (  2003  )  suggested that student 
engagement can be conceptualized as a set of 
behaviors along a continuum from high to low 
levels of school involvement. Therefore, interven-
tion strategies to encourage student engagement 
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can occur in multiple systems. Sharkey et al. 
 (  2008  )  argued that school administrators may 
need to be encouraged to focus on relationship 
building, school safety, and school climate in 
order to promote positive outcomes. Providing 
youth with opportunities for meaningful school 
involvement and reinforcing this involvement can 
lead to the development of facilitative school 
bonds (Catalano, Kosterman, Hawkins, Newcomb, 
& Abbott,  1996  ) . 

   Intervention and Engaging Protective 
Mechanisms 

 Based on research indicating that high-risk 
behavior is related to numerous contextual infl u-
ences ranging from individual factors to social/
community factors, it will be important to take all 
of these into account when understanding how to 
intervene, engage protective mechanisms in their 
school environment, and provide these children 
with an ability to attain positive outcomes. Rutter 
 (  1987  )  described four protective mechanisms. 
The fi rst mechanism is the reduction of risk 
impact, meaning the negative impact may be 
reduced by preparing the child for the situation, 
exposing the child when he or she can handle the 
situation, decreasing exposure to the risk factor, 
providing the child with practice in coping, and 
reducing the demands of the risk factor. The sec-
ond mechanism is the reduction of negative chain 
reactions (the snowball effect), by implementing 
interventions that prevent a chain of reactions 
that perpetuate the risk effects in the future. The 
third mechanism is described as the development 
of self-esteem and self-effi cacy so that the child 
feels that he or she has the ability to deal with 
life’s challenges, is satisfi ed with his or her social 
relationships, and feels success in the completion 
of some tasks. Finally, the fourth mechanism 
described is the opening of opportunities. These 
four mechanisms are child-focused but may be 
implemented throughout the various systems. 

 An effective intervention strategy may be 
to organize and activate positive institutions or 
systems that will promote healthy develop-
ment and potentially alter a child’s negative 

trajectory. Some of these systems may include 
fostering positive attachment relationships (i.e., 
with teachers), increasing youth’s self-regulation 
skills (i.e., teaching appropriate behaviors and 
self-monitoring), or providing opportunities for 
the child to experience success in order to increase 
self-effi cacy and motivation to succeed in life 
(i.e., acknowledging students and pointing out 
successes through reinforcement). Other strate-
gies may be employed to increase the resources 
required for children to build competence. 
Providing additional tutoring, free extracurricu-
lar activities, and providing job programs for par-
ents may lead to an increase in the resources 
available to at-risk youth (Benson, Galbraith, & 
Espeland,  1995 ; Benson, Scales, Leffert, & 
Roehlkepartain,  1999  ) .  

   Utilizing System Level Interventions 

 Given the importance of activating protective 
mechanisms across multiple systems, schools 
may begin to intervene with high-risk and 
troubling behaviors from a systems perspective. 
Those students who have been involved in the 
juvenile justice system or who have exhibited 
antisocial behavior represent a unique population 
who are at a greater risk of school and lifelong 
problems. The use of system-wide proactive 
approaches to prevent further problems will be 
especially important to decrease problem behav-
ior and increase student achievement, although 
information to support the effectiveness of these 
strategies with high-risk populations is limited. 

 Schools should be able to use specifi c behav-
ioral strategies, practices, and processes beyond 
the individual student and apply them to the 
whole school with integrity. Specifi c to imple-
menting a behavioral program, Mayer  (  1995  )  
provided three factors in schools that are related 
to antisocial behavior. These factors include (a) 
unclear rules and policies, (b) inconsistent staff 
(i.e., lack of staff agreement on policies, inconsis-
tent with rules, staff do not support one another), 
and (c) lack of allowances for individual differ-
ences (i.e., academic and social skills of students 
vary, the selection of reinforcers, and punishers is 
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not individualized). Overall, academic programs 
that successfully manage behavior adjust their 
programs to the student’s level of functioning and 
build skills in areas of struggle. This adjustment 
allows the student to be successful and work in a 
positive environment. Implementing these strate-
gies has been associated with a decrease in drop-
out rates and suspensions (Griffi ths, Parson, 
Burns, & VanDerHeyden,  2007  ) .  

   School-Wide and Targeted 
Interventions 

 School-wide intervention programs may be an 
effective strategy to increase student engagement 
(Maddox & Prinz,  2003  ) , particularly for those 
youth engaging in high-risk behaviors. These pro-
grams may help students bond with their schools 
and experience fewer negative outcomes. Despite 
the research available on school-wide interven-
tions, there is limited research supporting the use 
of these interventions for the high-risk population 
discussed in this chapter. Scott et al.  (  2002  )  
provide a description of how Positive Behavior 
Interventions and Supports (PBIS) may be used in 
alternative education settings as a means of pre-
vention of problem behavior for youth who are at 
a greater risk. Increasingly, alternative education 
programs have been identifi ed as schools for dis-
ruptive youth (Foley & Pang,  2006  ) . Already 
socially marginalized, these students have failed 
to meet the expectations of traditional schools and 
most likely experienced diffi culty developing 
positive connections with peers and adults at these 
schools. These schools are often located outside 
of mainstream school campuses so as to not “dis-
tract others” from learning; however, they con-
tinue to perpetuate the social marginalization of 
these students (Munoz,  2004  ) . 

 One of the fundamental aims of PBIS is to pre-
vent violence and substance abuse among young 
people. Within most school systems, acts of vio-
lence are most often punished by suspensions or 
expulsions, which remove the student from the 
learning environment and at times place them 
into an alternative setting. PBIS programs are 
intended to reduce the number of both  in-school 

and out-of-school suspensions by preventing 
disruptive behaviors from occurring, although 
little is known about the impact of these types of 
programs on youth with extreme behavior disor-
ders or those already placed in more restrictive 
educational programs. According to the PBIS 
Brief Guide  (  n.d.  ) , the school district staff noted 
that PBIS implementation has had an overall pos-
itive effect on school climate by improving the 
positive interactions among staff, which provides 
a positive model for students to follow, although 
there is little empirical evidence to support this 
statement. 

 Recently, Griffi ths  (  2010  )  investigated the appli-
cation of school-wide positive behavior support 
(PBIS) in an alternative school setting. The main 
purpose of this 1-year evaluation case study was 
to evaluate the impact of a high school PBIS 
model on school-wide discipline outcomes (inci-
dent reports, teacher reports of student behavior). 
A secondary aim was to gain an increased under-
standing of the psychological well-being, engage-
ment, and adjustment of students in the alternative 
education setting, specifi cally as it relates to indi-
vidual student’s participation in or response to 
this particular intervention (PBIS). The impact of 
intervention implementation was measured using 
quantitative and qualitative methods. The overall 
level of implementation of PBIS during the fi rst 
year of implementation reached 69%, as mea-
sured by the School-Wide Evaluation Tool. 

 The results indicated that the overall number 
of incident reports did not signifi cantly differ 
between the baseline year and the implementa-
tion year. However, there were some signifi cant 
reductions in defi ance-related behaviors ( z  = 2.46, 
 p  < .05). Based on student participation in the 
program, students were divided into two groups: 
“responders” and “nonresponders.” Between 
these groups, students’ responses to a number of 
measures (obtained prior to intervention) assess-
ing student perception of individual, school, 
social/community, and home systems were 
 compared. Results indicated that the individual 
 system model and the school system model were 
able to distinguish between responders and 
 nonresponders. Specifi cally, a one-way between-
groups multivariate analysis of variance 
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(MANOVA) was performed to explore the differ-
ence between groups (responders and nonre-
sponders) on hostility, destructive expression of 
anger, hope, life satisfaction, depression, and 
sense of inadequacy. There was a statistically 
 signifi cant difference between responders and 
nonresponders on the combined variables ( F  
(1, 38) = 3.28,  p  = .012; Wilks’ lambda = .63; par-
tial eta squared = .374). When the results for the 
variables were considered separately, the univari-
ate differences to reach statistical signifi cance 
were hostility, destructive expression of anger, 
and depression. An inspection of the mean scores 
indicated increased scores on all of these vari-
ables for nonresponders. 

 Within the school system model, there was 
a statistically signifi cant difference between 
responders and nonresponders on the combined 
variables ( F  (1, 38) = 3.20,  p  = .035; Wilks’ 
lambda = .794; partial eta squared = .206). When 
the results for the univariate analyses were consid-
ered, the differences to reach statistical signifi cance 
were academic self-concept, attitude to teachers, 
and attitude to school. An inspection of the mean 
scores indicated increased scores (indicating a 
problem) on the attitude to teachers and attitude to 
school subtests for nonresponders. Responders had 
higher mean scores on academic self-concept. 

 A logistic regression revealed that hostility, 
destructive expression of anger, depression, aca-
demic self-concept, attitude to school, and atti-
tude to teachers, as a group, were able to 
distinguish responders from nonresponders (  c   2  
(6,  N  = 40) = 12.58,  p  = .05). These fi ndings seem 
to indicate that PBIS had some impact on improv-
ing outcomes for specifi c behavior types (defi -
ance) for some students in alternative school 
settings. However, it must be considered that 
given the path these students have been on to get 
to an alternative school, they have likely devel-
oped an ingrained distrust and negative attitude 
toward school and teachers that may require more 
intensive intervention. In addition, these students, 
particularly those classifi ed as “nonresponders,” 
tend to experience numerous mental health con-
cerns and contextual risk factors, and will require 
more intensive supports in conjunction with uni-
versal interventions. 

 An example of a small group intensive inter-
vention program is Check & Connect (C&C), a 
targeted intervention used to facilitate student 
engagement and school completion for a small 
group of students already identifi ed to be at risk. 
The C&C model includes the core elements of 
relationship building, routine monitoring of alter-
able risk factors, individualized intervention, 
continuous monitoring of targeted students, teach-
ing problem-solving skills, building affi liation 
with school, and a persistent reinforcement of 
academic behaviors. Within this program, data 
are systematically used to guide intervention 
plans and improve the program at each school site 
(Sinclair, Christenson, Lehr, & Anderson,  2003  ) . 
In an evaluation of C&C, 80 elementary and 
 middle school students involved in the program 
served as participants. Results indicated that 
after accounting for student risks and prior atten-
dance, intervention staff and student perceptions 
of the quality and closeness of their relationship 
were positively correlated with the behavioral 
engagement indicator of school attendance. The 
implementers’ perception of their relationship 
with students was related to teacher-rated aca-
demic engagement, which includes being pre-
pared for class, work completion, and persistence 
(Anderson, Christenson, Sinclair, & Lehr,  2004  ) .  

   Classroom-Based Interventions 
and Student-Teacher Relationships 

 In addition to considering school-wide variables 
and targeted interventions, a variety of classroom 
variables may be manipulated to increase a stu-
dent’s sense of belonging to a positive learning 
community and may lead to an increase in stu-
dent engagement (Furlong et al.,  2003  ) . These 
factors include the use of cooperative learning 
instructional strategies, positive student-teacher 
relationships, and promotion of mutual respect 
within the classroom. 

 Some classroom interventions may include 
reducing or eliminating visible academic competi-
tion among peers, as it may improve engagement 
of students of varying academic achievement lev-
els but for various reasons. For example, Wehlage 
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and Rutter  (  1986  )  found that students who were 
average achieving and found their secondary 
schools to be interpersonally unsupportive and 
academically frustrating were more likely to 
drop out of school. By minimizing competition 
and privileges for honor roll students and 
high achievers, perceptions of frustration and 
defeat may be altered (Wehlage & Rutter,  1986 ). 
Recently, Morgan  (  2006  )  reviewed studies that 
examined preference and choice making as class-
room interventions for increasing behavioral task 
engagement. These 15 reviewed studies supported 
the hypothesis that preference assessment and 
choice making improve the behavior and academic 
performance of students. Morgan concluded that 
teachers who use preference assessment, in addi-
tion to choice  making, are more likely to improve 
the students’ engagement than those using choice-
making procedures alone. 

 Teaching techniques are crucial to increasing 
engagement. Reeve, Jang, Carrell, Jeon, and 
Barch  (  2004  )  examined the use of autonomy sup-
port in a teacher motivation style as a way to 
promote engagement during instruction. Two 
aspects of engagement were measured: task 
involvement (attention, effort, verbal participa-
tion, persistence, and positive emotion) and infl u-
ence attempts (teacher and student verbal and 
nonverbal attempts to infl uence the behavior or 
decision of the other party in a constructive man-
ner). Teachers trained in these techniques dis-
played more autonomy-supportive behaviors than 
teachers who were not trained. The more teachers 
used autonomy support, the more the students 
were engaged. 

 With regard to student-teacher relationships, 
Gregory and Ripski  (  2008  )  found that student 
trust mediated the relation between teacher rela-
tional (personal) discipline approaches and both 
student and teacher reported defi ant behavior. In 
this study, the teachers purposefully sought to 
make a personal emotional connection with stu-
dents, and their students reciprocated. In other 
words, even at the classroom level, the develop-
ment of a positive trusting student-teacher rela-
tionship is associated with decreases of troubling 
behaviors (Gregory & Ripski,  2008 ). In a related 
study, Suldo et al.,  (  2009  )  found that middle 

school students’ perceptions of teacher emotional 
support were related to their global subjective 
well-being. On the other hand, behaviors such as 
noncompliance may damage student-teacher 
relationships and result in missed opportunities 
for learning (Walker & Walker,  1991  ) . Students 
who exhibit defi ant behavior may frequently 
engage in a negative pattern of interactions with 
teachers, with noncompliance being a frustrating 
experience for teachers. Based on observations,    
children considered to be noncompliant and 
aggressive or disruptive spend less time on task 
than comparison students and experience a dis-
ruption in academic skills development (Shinn, 
Ramsey, Walker, O’Neill, & Steiber,  1987  ) . 

 Although the link between adolescent stu-
dents’ perceptions of the quality of their relation-
ships with teachers and classroom behavior is 
proximal (e.g., classroom behavior), other 
researchers report that it is associated with more 
distal high-risk behaviors that are of concern to 
educators and parents such as substance use 
(Rostosky, Owens, Zimmerman, & Riggle,  2003  ) , 
aggressive/conduct disorder behavior (Frey, 
Ruchkin, Martin, & Schawb-Stone,  2008  ) , and 
school dropout (Christenson & Thurlow,  2004  ) . 
These relations are particularly important for 
those students who already engage in high-risk 
behaviors. Many students who engage in high-
risk behaviors have had multiple experiences of 
failure in the school setting, as well as a series of 
negative interactions with adults at school, at 
home, and in the community. 

 When further examining relationships between 
students and their teachers, Hughes and Kwok 
 (  2007  )  investigated the infl uence of student-
teacher and parent-teacher relationships on 
engagement and achievement. Their model sug-
gests that the quality of teacher’s relationships 
with students and their parents explained the rela-
tion between students’ background and student 
engagement. Engagement, in turn, mediated the 
relations between student-teacher and parent-
teacher relatedness and student achievement the 
following year. Results indicated that African-
American children and their parents had less sup-
portive relationships with teachers when 
compared with Latino and Caucasian children 
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and their parents. Schools should not only work 
on parental involvement in school but also 
develop the relationship between parents and 
teachers, particularly with the families of low-
income and minority students. Teachers may 
need training in how to build successful relation-
ships with parents and how to create a supportive 
classroom environment.  

   Interventions Beyond the School 
Context 

 Given the multiple risk factors present in the lives 
of “high-risk youth,” it is likely that intervention 
should extend beyond the immediate school set-
ting. However, interventions that are useful and 
impact more than one environment for the child 
may be identifi ed by school professionals. 
Multisystemic therapy has shown some promise 
in making changes for these youth (Timmons-
Mitchell, Bender, Kishna, & Mitchell,  2006  ) . 
This speaks to the importance of understanding 
each child within the context of the systems 
within which he or she is embedded. 
Understanding these students’ needs on both a 
broad and in-depth level will allow school pro-
fessionals to measure the student’s current status, 
set goals for the student, coordinate services, and 
evaluate whether or not the interventions were 
effective. Rather than pouring multiple resources 
into an individual without a precontemplated out-
come or plan, coordination of services may prove 
to be effective, economical, and effi cient.  

   Summary of Strategies to Build Bonding 
and Connectedness 

 When it comes to high-risk behaviors, it is well 
established that positive family relatedness and 
other factors can be both promotive and protec-
tive factors against involvement in high-risk 
behaviors such as substance use, aggression, and 
other externalizing behavior problems (Wither-
spoon, Schotland, Way, & Hughes,  2009  ) . In 
addition, it is known that students who report that 
they have formed a generalized belief that adults 

at their school care about them are at substan-
tially lower risk of involvement in troubling 
externalizing behaviors. Positive connectedness 
to adults at school may serve as a barrier to high-
risk or troubling behaviors. It is almost as if when 
faced with choices related to high-risk behaviors, 
a student would consider the question of “Who at 
this school would I disappoint if I engaged in this 
behavior?” This highlights the importance of 
schools focusing on system-wide programs and 
intensive interventions that provide the opportu-
nity to reconstruct and repair bonds with margin-
alized students across various contexts. 

 In addition, one must consider that most youth 
do not engage in serious troubling or risky behav-
iors whether or not they are bonded or connected 
to school. There are other protective forces in 
youth lives such as extended family members, 
community organizations, mentors, music teach-
ers, and many others. As Masten  (  2009  )  suggested, 
youth seem to need, and benefi t from having, life 
conditions that include the caring attention of 
adults. For many youth, a natural, meaningful 
context for this to occur is in the school with 
teachers and other adults who are engaged with 
them on a daily basis, often over several years. 

 A fi nal point that merits some attention is that 
of which aspects of affective engagement are the 
focus of research. Since the Resnick et al.,  (  1997  )  
article appeared in the  Journal of the American 
Medical Association  and refocused attention on 
what was called “school connectedness,” it has 
been cited more than a 1,000 times by other pub-
lications indexed in the PsyInfo database   . This 
study led to a special journal issue in the  Journal 
of School Health , September 2004, with articles 
focusing on school connectedness (Blum & 
Libbey,  2004  ) . In addition, the Centers for 
Disease Control and Prevention (CDC,  2009  )  
released a document that specifi cally summarizes 
research-supported strategies to build school con-
nectedness. As defi ned in the CDC document, 
connectedness is a “…belief by students that 
adults in the school care about their learning as 
well as about them as individuals” (CDC,  2009 , 
p. 3). However, as used in practice, the same scale 
used in the Resnick et al. ( 1997 ) study and called 
school connectedness has been used in other 
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studies (e.g., Anderman,  2002  )  and called “school 
bonding.” This imprecision in the labeling of the 
latent traits of interest is not trivial. If researchers 
interested in the forces that have a protective 
infl uence on youth aim to examine student-
teacher relationships, then the term that makes 
the most sense is “caring adult relationships.” 
This contrasts with researchers who are interested 
in whether a student broadly perceives his or her 
school environment to be one that is accepting 
and to which they feel included in as a member of 
the school community (Shochet, Smith, Furlong, 
& Homel,  2011  ) . This latter notion of student 
engagement has been called school bonding or, 
when the student personally identifi ed as being a 
“citizen” of the school community, “school mem-
bership” (Finn,  1989 ; Goodenow,  1993 ; Wehlage, 
 1989  ) . This is what Wehlage defi ned as “more 
than simple technical enrollment in the school. It 
means that students have established a social 
bond between themselves, the adults in the 
school, and the norms governing the institution” 
(Wehlage,  1989 , p. 10). 

 Future research examining the salvative effects 
of the affective component of student engage-
ment, in our view, will be enhanced by more pre-
cision in the latent traits being examined and 
assuring that the measures being used actually 
measure those traits (see You, Ritchey, Furlong, 
Shochet, & Boman,  2011 ; and Furlong, O’Brennan, 
& You,  2011  for more discussion of this topic). 
Unifi ed research in the area of student engage-
ment can allow for continued advancements in 
understanding how to best engage students, spe-
cifi cally high-risk students, and yield positive aca-
demic and life outcomes for youth.       
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  Abstract 

 Longitudinal study of student engagement patterns is relatively rare 
but sheds useful light on the factors that contribute to different levels of 
student engagement in school and its role in student achievement. This 
chapter uses data from a New Zealand study to focus on changes in  student 
engagement patterns between the ages of 10 and 16, to show (a) the range 
of individual trajectories of student engagement that lie behind overall 
declines, and (b) how these different trajectories are related to differences 
in competency levels and to activities and relationships outside school in 
ways that compound the patterns of engagement in learning in the school 
environment and vice versa. Looking at student engagement longitudi-
nally raises the question of whether decline in student engagement levels 
overall is related to transitions between schools or occurs more as part of 
general human development that may be better supported by different 
learning opportunities than schools currently provide. The chapter ends 
with the case for more longitudinal research into the nature and role of 
student engagement across different schooling contexts.    

   Introduction    

 Student engagement in school is important to stu-
dent outcomes because of the co-productive 
nature of learning. School success is receiving 
ever-increasing emphasis as an essential compo-
nent of moving into productive adulthood, as 

opportunities for employment without school qual-
ifi cations grow tighter. The link between disen-
gagement in school and eventually dropping out of 
school, or leaving without a qualifi cation that will 
allow meaningful employment and further educa-
tion opportunities, is now well established (Finn, 
 1989 ; Rumberger & Rotermund,  2012  ) . The bar 
has also been raised on expectations of schools that 
they succeed with a majority, or all, of their stu-
dents, as evident in policies such as No Child Left 
Behind in the United States. Systematic focus on 
patterns of student engagement in school provides 
a lens for schools to gauge how well they are acti-
vating student energy, interest and self-regulation. 
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 Much of the research focus on student engage-
ment in school as a whole (rather than engage-
ment in particular learning tasks, at a more 
micro-level) has focused on those at the disen-
gaged end of the spectrum. Janosz, Archambault, 
Morizot, and Pagani  (  2008  )  questioned whether 
there is in fact a uniform trajectory of disengage-
ment culminating in dropping out—and therefore, 
whether there was also a uniform trajectory of 
engagement—using two analyzes of longitudinal 
data which show a range of patterns. Categorization 
of the close to a third of a sample of 1,582 
Montreal high school students who had not com-
pleted high school by age 22 showed that 40% 
had had high levels of school motivation—the 
‘ quiet  dropouts’ (Janosz, LeBlanc, Boulerice, & 
Tremblay,  2000  ) . Analysis of student engagement 
trajectories between ages 12 and 16 of 13,280 stu-
dents from 69 middle and high schools serving 
low-socioeconomic areas in Quebec showed 
seven different pathways. Three of these path-
ways were relatively stable, accounting for 91% 
of the students. Fourteen percent had high engage-
ment levels throughout the period. Just over half 
(53%) had somewhat high levels of engagement, 
with a slight decline over the period. Twenty-four 
percent had a ‘stable moderate’ trajectory of 
engagement, at lower levels than the fi rst two 
groups. The other four groups comprised those 
whose student engagement decreased over the 
period (2%); those whose engagement increased 
(1%); those whose engagement was low at age 
12,  increased at 14, then became low again at age 
16 (3%); and those whose engagement was mod-
erate at age 12, decreased to low levels at age 14, 
then returned to moderate levels at age 16 (3%). 
This last group was most likely to drop out—42% 
did so. By contrast, only 1% of the fi rst three 
groups dropped out of school. However, because 
most students were in the fi rst three groups, 21% 
of the dropouts in fact came from the group with 
the stable student engagement trajectories. 

 Janosz et al.  (  2008  )  found that those whose 
engagement trajectories were unstable over this 
adolescent period were more likely to have lower 
self-reported grades or be in special classes; they 
had also began the period with lower levels of 
engagement. The authors suggested that the differ-
ences found between the stable and unstable pat-

terns of engagement were likely to refl ect levels of 
stability in individuals, their families and school 
environments, and in the match between these. 

 This chapter aims to build on this important 
contribution to the deepening understanding of 
the development and role of student engagement 
by exploring another longitudinal data-set from a 
different country. This data-set, from the  Competent 
Learners  study, allows us to start a little earlier, 
before adolescence (age 10), to track engagement 
levels in relation to competency levels over time 
and to situate student engagement in school in 
relation to student engagement in activities outside 
school, including risk behaviour, friendships and 
relations with family, as well as learning opportu-
nities in the fi nal years of high school. 

 We start with a brief description of the 
 Competent Learners  study to provide a context 
for the way student engagement and motivation 
are operationalized in this chapter. Next, the over-
all pattern of student engagement from ages 10 to 
16 is charted, before the trajectories found for this 
New Zealand sample are described. Then we out-
line the links between different trajectories of stu-
dent engagement and competency levels, high 
school qualifi cations and post-school learning 
experiences up to age 20. A closer look at two dif-
ferent dimensions of student engagement in school 
at ages 14 and 16 follows, to explore their relative 
weight in relation to student competency levels 
and high school qualifi cations and out-of-school 
experiences and relationships. The conclusion 
discusses implications of the fi ndings, with some 
suggestions for further longitudinal research.  

   The Competent Learners Study 

 The  Competent Learners  study originated in the 
early 1990s to analyze the impact of early child-
hood education and, if Ministry of Education 
funding continued for more than 3 years, to pro-
vide a second cohort for a linked study on 
the impact of policy changes which increased 
family choice of school and school competition. 
The linked study did not continue, but the 
 Competent Learners  study did, as an exploratory 
study of the roles of education and home in the 
development of competencies. Data collection 
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began when the participants were aged near 5 and 
in their fi nal months of early childhood education 
(children start school in New Zealand on their 
individual fi fth birthdays). Table  28.1  sets out the 
data collection phases of the study.  

 When the study began, there were few longitu-
dinal studies of ‘everyday’ early childhood educa-
tion (as compared with early childhood education 
as an intervention, such as the Perry Preschool). 
Most studies of the ‘impact’ of early childhood 
education had little information about its wider 
context, such as learning experiences in homes. 
Existing studies also tended to either focus on aca-
demic or on socio-emotional outcomes. This study 
aimed to cover both kinds of outcomes, calling 
them ‘competencies’, and to include the wider 
context of children’s lives as well as their formal 
educational context. The theoretical framework 
that informed the initial conceptualization of the 
study came from Bronfenbrenner’s ecological 
framing of human development (Bronfenbrenner, 
 1979  )  and Vygotsky’s work on the role of previous 

experiences in the scaffolding of learning 
(Vygotsky,  1978  ) ; it was also informed by Sartre’s 
concepts of praxis and project in the constitution 
of the self (Craib,  1976 ;    Sartre,  1965  ) . 

 This study did not set out, then, with an explicit 
focus on student engagement as such. When we 
sought to gain information on student experi-
ences and reactions to school, we did not have a 
distinct measure for engagement. In our items 
asked of students about their school experiences, 
we did touch on what have since been described 
(Fredricks, Blumenfeld, & Paris,  2004  )  as dis-
tinct, if interwoven, aspects of engagement: 
behavioral (e.g. ‘I skip classes’), emotional (e.g. 
‘I like my teachers’), and cognitive (e.g. ‘I get 
tired of trying’), as well as aspects of support, fair 
treatment and a sense of belonging at school. 
We also touched on some aspects of cognitive 
engagement in a set of items asking what infor-
mation students used to think about the progress 
they were making (e.g. ‘I learn something inter-
esting’). At high school level, where students 

   Table 28.1    Competent Learners study: data collection   

 Age of 
participants  Number in study 

 Number of early 
childhood education 
(ECE) services or schools  Data collected 

 Near 5  307 (Full study)  87 ECE services  Assessment tasks, observations of children’s 
activities in ECE centre, parent interview, teacher 
rating of child’s attitudinal competencies, ECE 
director interview, ECE service quality rating 

 Near 5  767 (Light interview)  56 ECE services  Education participation, family resources, home 
activities (from parent and teacher survey) 

 6  298 (Full study)  121 schools  Assessment tasks, child interview, parent 
interview, teacher rating of child’s attitudinal 
competencies, and contextual information 

 8  523 (Full study + 242 
from light interview) 

 168 schools  Assessment tasks, child interview, parent 
interview, teacher rating of child’s attitudinal 
competencies, and contextual information 

 10  507  185 schools  Assessment tasks, child interview, parent 
interview, teacher rating of child’s attitudinal 
competencies, and contextual information 

 12  496  129 schools  Assessment tasks, child interview, parent 
interview, teacher rating of child’s attitudinal 
competencies, and contextual information 

 14  476  76 schools  Assessment tasks, student interview, student 
self-report, parent interview, teacher rating of 
student’s attitudinal competencies (3), dean survey 

 16  447, 420 at school 
(school is compulsory 
until age 16) 

 74 schools  Assessment tasks, student interview, student 
self-report, parent interview, teacher rating of 
student’s attitudinal competencies (3), dean survey 

 20  401  None  Young person interview, on-line self-report 
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have different teachers for different subjects, we 
asked them items about three different classes; 
the items included aspects of their own engage-
ment (behavioral, cognitive, emotional), as well 
as the opportunities for learning. Findings on the 
relationship between student engagement and 
opportunities for learning provided in classes are 
described in Hipkins  (  2012  ) . In this chapter, we 
focus on student engagement as effort and enjoy-
ment of learning, including both behavioral and 
cognitive aspects, and experience of supportive 
relationships with teachers. 

 Motivation in this longitudinal study of over-
all development is treated in terms of whether 
education—school—is seen to serve a purpose 
that lies beyond the day-to-day effort and atten-
dance, and the future beyond school. This is akin 
to the    Maehr and Meyer ( 1997 ) conceptualiza-
tion, summarized by Appleton, Christenson and 
Furlong  (  2008 , p. 379), as ‘answering the ques-
tion of “why am I doing this?”’. 

 To operationalise this concept of motivation, 
we used a cluster analysis undertaken in the age-
14 phase of the Competent Learners study (Wylie 
& Hipkins,  2006  ) . This analysis included stu-
dent answers across a range of different questions 
at the age-14 phase, including how long they 
thought they would stay at school (whether past 
the age of 16, when school attendance is no lon-
ger compulsory), whether they thought they were 
gaining useful knowledge for their future in each 
of the three compulsory subjects (English, math-
ematics, science), what they wanted to do when 
they left school, and the kind of work they thought 
they might do (related to the kinds of qualifi ca-
tions they might need). Thus, our operational 
defi nition of motivation is reasonably instrumen-
tal and long term. 

   Overall Patterns of Student 
Engagement in School from Ages 
10 to 16 

 To compare patterns of student engagement from 
the end of elementary school through middle 
school (48% of New Zealand Year 7 and 8 
 students attend a 2-year middle school, called 

‘intermediate’, commonly between the ages of 11 
and 13) and high school, we have used items 
from a wider set of items that were asked at ages 
10, 12, 14 and 16. These items had the stem 
‘School is a place where…’, and students were 
asked to rate how often the experience (e.g. ‘I 
enjoy learning’) occurred for them, on a 4-point 
scale at age 10 ( always ,  often ,  sometimes  and 
 never ), a 3-point scale at age 12 ( usually, occa-
sionally, rarely/never ) and a 4-point scale at ages 
14 and 16 ( almost always/always, usually, occa-
sionally, rarely/never ). To enable comparison 
across the ages, the age-12 engagement measure 
was calculated as if the responses were on a scale 
with values 1, 2.5 and 4 rather than 1, 2, 3. 

 Initially, we tried a set of only six items, defi n-
ing student engagement only in terms of effort 
and reaction, indicating behavioral and cognitive 
aspects of student engagement. While this set of 
six items showed a reasonable level of coherence 
(reliability) at ages 14 and 16 (Cronbach’s alpha 
of 0.71 and 0.72, respectively), it did not at ages 
10 and 12 (Cronbach’s alpha of 0.54 and 0.56, 
respectively). This difference in coherence may 
relate to slight changes in wording over the 
period, but it may also indicate that the items and 
the rating levels mean different things to students 
in high school and those at the end of elementary 
school or in middle school. It would be interest-
ing to research this further, with even younger 
students. Preliminary analysis of the draft  Me 
and My School  student engagement survey for 
New Zealand students in Years 4–6 in relation to 
the  Me and My School  survey for Years 7–10 sug-
gested that there may be some differences in 
meaning (Darr,  2012  ) . 

 To get a measure of student engagement that 
had more coherence, we needed to add another 
dimension. Our data allowed us to add one aspect 
of the dimension of emotional engagement, with 
material on student views of their relationships 
with teachers. The fi nal measure of student 
engagement used in this chapter has ten items, as 
listed below:
   I enjoy myself/I enjoy learning.  
  I could do better work if I tried.  
  I get bored.  
  I get tired of trying.  
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  I feel restless.  
  I keep out of trouble.  
  I like my teacher(s).  
  Teacher(s) listens to what I have to say/is inter-

ested in my ideas.  
  Teacher(s) treats me fairly in class.  
  I get all the help I need.    

 This multidimensional measure of student 
engagement had reasonable coherence (reliabil-
ity), and again, more coherence at the high school 
level than at the elementary or middle school lev-
els (Cronbach’s alphas of 0.68, 0.70, 0.81 and 
0.81 for ages 10, 12, 14 and 16, respectively). 
Overall student engagement levels for the sample 
as a whole, as indicated by the mean score for the 
ten items comprising the measure, did decrease 
over time (Table  28.2 ).  

 However, while a comparison of age 10 with 
age 16 engagement scores would show decline 
happens between ages 10 and 14—there is little 
difference in the mean engagement level of stu-
dents aged 14 and 16, between the early and mid-
dle years of high school. Yazzie-Mintz  (  2009  )  
also found little difference in student engagement 
levels within high school, across grades 9–12 in 
the USA (ages 14–18). However, Archambault, 
Janosz, Morizot, and Pagani  (  2009  )  showed some 
decline for most of the engagement trajectory 
groups between ages 14 and 16 in a sample of 
students from Quebec. 

 Darr  (  2012  ) , with a larger New Zealand sam-
ple covering the ages 12–14 (school Years 7, 8, 9 
and 10), and a more comprehensive scale of stu-
dent engagement,  Me and My School,  found a 
drop in engagement levels between Years 8 (when 
many students are aged 12) and 9, the fi rst year of 
high school (when many students are aged 13), 
but little difference between Years 7 and 8, and 

Years 9 and 10. The change from one level of 
schooling to another, from the largely single-
teacher format of elementary and intermediate 
schools to the multiteacher format of high 
schools, seems a self-evident reason for the drop. 
But without comparable data from further back 
in schooling careers, as we report here, locating 
change in engagement in change in schooling 
level may be misleading. Further analysis of the 
 Competent Learners  patterns showed no signifi -
cant differences in the mean scores on the student 
engagement scale we use here between students 
who attended intermediate school and those who 
did not, at ages 12, 14 and 16, suggesting that 
transitions into another school or another school-
ing level do not per se alter engagement levels. 

 Longitudinal analysis of changes in engage-
ment levels raises the question of whether there 
may be different reasons for changes in overall 
levels of student engagement at different school-
ing levels. For example, preliminary analysis of 
the  Me and My School  trial survey for younger 
New Zealand students, in Years 4–6, with two 
separate samples, indicated a drop in average 
scores between Years 4 and 5, when most stu-
dents remain in the same school (C. Darr, per-
sonal communication, 2010; R. Dingle, personal 
communication, 2010). One reason for this may 
be the ‘fourth grade slump’, as some students 
struggle with moving from ‘learning to read’ to 
‘reading to learn’ (Chall,  1996  ) . 

 The overall patterns we found in the  Competent 
Learners  study raise questions about changes in 
the experience of education, as well as education’s 
place in what children experience in different con-
texts. Does the rate of change in engagement levels 
evident in this sample refl ect changing understand-
ing or reference points as children grow into ado-
lescence? Do mid- adolescents understand the 
items relating to engagement as effort differently 
from those who are younger? Does the context of 
high school give a different meaning to these 
items? Do students expect different things of edu-
cation as they grow older, or do their views refl ect 
changes in the nature of their schooling experi-
ences? Is there a growing mismatch between their 
developmental needs and how school is framed 
(Eccles,  1999  ) ? 

   Table 28.2    Student engagement: mean scores on the 
student engagement items from ages 10 to 16 ( n =  401)   

 Age 

 Mean item score 
for the 10-item 
measure (1 = highest 
level, 4 = lowest)  SD 

 Median item 
score for the 
10-item measure 

 10  1.465  0.408  1.400 
 12  1.787  0.439  1.750 
 14  2.120  0.438  2.100 
 16  2.187  0.448  2.167 
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 Looking at changes in individual items over 
time suggests a mixture of these possible reasons, 
as well as differences for individuals. Enjoyment 
of learning declined somewhat (from 84% of the 
age-10 students to 70% of the age-14 and age-16 
students), but experiences of boredom increased 
between ages 12 and 14, from 12% to 34%. 
Feeling they could do better work if they tried was 
reported as usually or more often the experience 
for much the same proportion of 10- and 12-year 
olds, around 30%, increasing to 46% of the 14-year 
olds, and again to 57% of the 16-year olds, as the 
students encountered more assessment at high 
school, including the national qualifi cations. 
 Usually  or  almost always  feeling restless doubled 
from 4% of the 10-year olds, to 8% of the 12-year 
olds, to 16% of the 14-year olds, and then increased 
less markedly to 25% of the 16-year olds. 

 The New Zealand data on student engage-
ment, whether using the small set of indicators 
we have used in this analysis, or the more com-
prehensive  Me and My School  measure (Darr, 
 2012  ) , show more changes between early adoles-
cence (age 12) and mid-adolescence (age 14) 
than between ages 14 and 16. This is consistent 
with the pattern of less continuity between the 
ages of 12 and 14 than between the ages of 14 
and 16 in individuals’ activities outside school, 
values and friendships that we have found in the 
 Competent Learners  study, suggesting that the years 
of early adolescence may be the more volatile, and 
the ones where support to encourage engagement in 
learning and productive time use outside school 
may be particularly critical (   Wylie, Hipkins, & 
Hodgen,  2008 ; Wylie & Hodgen,  2011  ) .   

   Trajectories of Student Engagement 

 Yet this overall pattern of student engagement 
over time masks variation within—and between— 
individuals. Correlations between individuals’ 
scores at different ages on this measure of student 
engagement were not strong, though they did 
increase over time:  r =  0.36 between ages 10 and 
12,  r  = 0.49 between ages 12 and 14, and  r  = 0.54 
between ages 14 and 16. To some extent, this lack 
of marked individual consistency on the measure 

we used may simply refl ect immediate experi-
ences colouring overall views. It would be very 
interesting to ask students to rate their engage-
ment in school a number of times over the course 
of a school year, or to ask students to describe 
why they chose the rating they did after they had 
completed it, to see just what role immediate 
experiences play or whether they carry more 
weight for some students than others. 

 We found nine different trajectories for indi-
vidual students by dividing scores on the engage-
ment measure for each year into quartile groups 
and categorising the resulting patterns. We 
regrouped these to provide meaningful larger 
groups that we could use in cross tabulation with 
other data, so that we could explore differences in 
experiences, relationships and competency levels 
that might be associated with differences in stu-
dent engagement trajectories. 

 Seventeen percent of the sample showed a 
stable high level of student engagement (compa-
rable with the 13% reported in the Quebec analy-
sis, using a different measure of student 
engagement, Janosz et al.,  2008  ) . Thirteen per-
cent showed a stable low level of student engage-
ment. In between came those who showed a stable 
moderately high level and those who showed 
some variability around a moderate level (21%); 
those whose engagement was at a moderately low 
level throughout or decreased (24%) and those 
whose engagement was variable or increased 
(26%). Figure  28.1  shows these fi ve trajectories.  

   Social Characteristics of Different 
Student Engagement Trajectories 

 Student engagement trajectories do refl ect some 
differences in the family resources available, 
both at an early age and when they attended high 
school, gender and ethnicity, with the differences 
most evident between those at either end of the 
student engagement spectrum. So, students 
whose trajectory was low between ages 10 and 
16 were more than twice as likely as those whose 
trajectory was high to have come from homes 
that were low income as they approached school 
starting age (38% and 14%, respectively) and six 
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times as likely to come from homes in diffi cult 
fi nancial situations when they were age 14 (30% 
compared to 6% of the high trajectory group). 
Only 6% of the low trajectory group had mothers 
with a university qualifi cation compared with 
36% of those in the high trajectory group. Males 
were more likely to be in the low or variable/
increasing trajectory groups (56% of these groups 
compared to 33% of the high trajectory group). 
Mäori (New Zealand’s indigenous people) or 
Pasifi ka students were least likely to be in the 
high trajectory group (5%, where they comprised 
13% of the sample).  

   Links with Early Enjoyment of School 

 When the sample was aged 6, 8 and 10, we asked 
their parents an open-ended question about how 
their child liked school. At age 6, almost all the 
parents thought their children were enthusiastic. 
At age 8, most parents thought their child showed 
enthusiasm about going to school (73%), but 
some differences related to these later student 
engagement trajectories were evident (84% of the 
later high trajectory group showed enthusiasm at 
age 8, compared to 67% of those in the variable/
increasing group, and 66% of the low trajectory 

group). Mixed feelings about school at age 8 
were most likely among those who later had low 
engagement levels, or who were in the variable/
increasing group, or the moderately low/decreas-
ing group. These patterns were also evident in 
parent responses when the sample was aged 10. 
What is interesting also about parent perspec-
tives—at least as indicated at this broad level—is 
that many of those with children whose age-10 
self-report suggests a low student engagement 
level described them as enjoying school.  

   Links with Competency Levels, School 
Qualifi cations and Post-school Learning 

   Competency Levels 
 The different trajectories of student engagement 
show some marked differences in student compe-
tency levels, both prior to age 10 and during the 
age 10–16 period. The competencies measured in 
the  Competent Learners  study are twofold.    The 
fi rst set we describe as ‘cognitive’ comprises 
reading, writing, mathematics and the Raven’s 
Standard Progressive Matrices (New Zealand 
Council for Educational Research,  1984 ; Raven, 
 2000  ) , all assessed through age-appropriate stan-
dardised assessments. The second set we describe 

  Fig. 28.1    Student engagement trajectories       
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as ‘attitudinal’ was originally derived from think-
ing about the purpose of early childhood educa-
tion and thinking of its role as the entrance to 
formal learning, a platform for developing skills 
and understandings that would enable ongoing 
learning in other contexts. The ‘attitudinal’ com-
petencies comprise communication (expressive 
and receptive oral language), curiosity, persever-
ance, social skills (with adults and with peers) 
and self-management. These areas were among 
those later  identifi ed by the Organisation for 
Economic Development and Co-operation 
(OECD)’s DeSeCo project identifying key com-
petencies that allow the use of learning in ways 
that positively contribute to personal well-being 
and support social participation (Hipkins,  2011 ; 
Rychen,  2004  ) . 

 Figures  28.2  and  28.3  show the average scores 
for the fi ve student engagement trajectory groups 

on standardised scores of the composite measures 
of each of these two sets of competencies from 
ages 8 to 16 and in relation to their achieve-
ment level on the fi rst tier of the New Zealand 
three-level secondary qualifi cation, the National 
Certifi cate of Educational Achievement (NCEA). 
New Zealand has a criterion-referenced high 
school qualifi cation, the NCEA, with three  levels. 
Level 1 is usually the goal of Year 11 students 
(aged 14–15); Level 2 usually the goal of Year 12 
students (aged 15–16); and Level 3, the goal of 
Year 13 students (aged 17–18).   

 The fi ve engagement trajectory groups show 
three different trends. The high engagement tra-
jectory group had above average mean scores on 
the cognitive competency composite measure. 
However, this group was not clearly distinct from 
the stable moderate trajectory group or the vari-
able/increasing trajectory group. The latter two 

  Fig. 28.2    Student engagement trajectories and levels on cognitive competencies over time       
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groups sat in the middle of the average cognitive 
competency score spectrum, and at age 10, started 
to be distinct from the two groups at the other end 
of the spectrum, those in the always low trajectory 
or moderately low/decreasing trajectory groups. 
These tripartite trends are not quite so distinct for 
the attitudinal composite measure until age 14. 

 This tendency for differences to show fi rst on 
the cognitive composite and then on the attitudi-
nal composite is evident in other analyzes we 
have done (Wylie, with Ferral,  2005  ) , suggest-
ing that early school success, or conversely a 
sense of failure, has a bearing on attitudes and 
skills; this is consistent with the research on the 
development of competence beliefs (Eccles, 
Wigfi eld, & Schiefele,  1998  ) . Structural equa-
tion modelling of the relationship between the 
attitudinal and cognitive competencies between 
the ages of 8 and 16 also showed that cognitive 

competency levels at one age made a separate 
contribution to attitudinal competency levels at 
the next age but not vice versa, as shown in 
Fig.  28.4 . Gaining understanding from the read-
ing given in school when one is aged 10, for 
example, feeds into helpful levels of persever-
ance, curiosity and communication at age 12, 
which are then of use in tackling more complex 
reading and analysis.   

   School Leaving Age and Highest School 
Qualifi cation 
 The trends are slightly different when looking at 
school leaving age and school qualifi cation, with 
sometimes more success among those whose 
engagement level had been at the low end of 
moderate and then decreased than among those 
whose engagement level had remained low 
between ages 10 and 16. Schooling is compulsory 

  Fig. 28.3    Student engagement trajectories and levels on attitudinal competencies over time       
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in New Zealand until a student turns 16, though it 
has been possible to be granted an ‘early exemp-
tion’ if a student had evidence of full-time employ-
ment or tertiary study. As one might expect, those 
in the consistently low engagement trajectory 
group were most likely to be among those who 
left as soon as they legally could (29% of this 
group). Early school leaving rates were more than 
twice as high for the moderately low and decreas-
ing engagement trajectory group and the variable 
or increasing group than for the moderately highly 
engaged group or the high engagement trajectory 
group (19%, 15%, 7% and 6%, respectively). 

 Level 2 NCEA is now spoken of as the mini-
mal qualifi cation that New Zealand students 
need for a secure adult future. Almost half of 
those (45%) in the low engagement trajectory 
group left school without this qualifi cation, as 
did 28% of those in the moderate-decreasing tra-
jectory group, 19% of those in the variable-
increasing group, 14% of those in the moderately 

high on average group, and 1% of those in the 
high trajectory group. 

 These links between student engagement 
 trajectories—as the effort put in and the percep-
tion of supportive teacher-student relationships 
over a 6-year period—and academic school 
 outcomes are quite marked. This is consistent 
with our fi nding that it was higher scores on the 
attitudinal composite measure that distinguished 
students who gained a Level 2 NCEA from those 
who gained only Level 1 NCEA, or no qualifi ca-
tion, not higher scores on the cognitive compos-
ite measure (Wylie & Hodgen,  2011  ) .  

   Motivation Levels 
 Motivation levels—here defi ned as seeing a long-
term purpose in schooling at the age of 14—were 
clearly linked with different engagement trajecto-
ries. Fifty-one percent of the high trajectory group 
also had high motivation levels compared to 11% 
of the low trajectory group and 20% of the moder-

  Fig. 28.4    Structural equation modelling of relations between attitudinal and cognitive competencies from ages 8 to 16 
( CC  cognitive composite,  AC  attitudinal composite)       
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ately low-decreasing trajectory group, with the 
other two groups in between the latter and the high 
trajectory group. A similar pattern was evident in 
relation to a factor focused on whether students 
gauged their progress in learning through interest 
in mastery and through self-regulation.  

   Post-school Study 
 Different levels of student engagement at school 
do not always lead on predictably or uniformly to 
patterns of post-school learning. For example, at 
the age of 20, 22% of the high student engage-
ment trajectory group had  not  gone on to under-
take further study, and 26% of the low student 
engagement trajectory group were enrolled for a 
bachelor’s degree. However, just under half 
(47%) of the low and moderate-decreasing groups 
did no further formal study once school was 
behind them. A quarter of those in the low trajec-
tory group had left a post-school course without 
completing it, as had 17% of those in the moder-
ately low-decreasing trajectory group. Student 
engagement levels in school also seemed to have 
a bearing on post-school learning approaches, 
with lower scores for the low and the moderately 
low-decreasing trajectory groups on our measure 
of ‘disciplined approaches to learning’, and the 
least need for support to learn among the high 
trajectory group. Thus, relying on ‘second chance’ 
education to make up for missed learning and 
qualifi cations at the school level may not be real-
istic for young adults who have not brought with 
them habits of engaging in learning.   

   Student Engagement in School 
and Experiences of Engagement 
Out of School 

 How do patterns of student engagement in school 
fi t with experiences of engagement out of school? 
Can activities at home and in the wider commu-
nity counter a lack of student engagement in 
school—or does it become harder to engage in 
other activities if school does not provide produc-
tive avenues to sharpen knowledge, attitudes and 
skills that  support confi dence and a sense of effi -
cacy? Our data show considerable overlaps 

between school and out-of-school engagement 
patterns. Enjoyment of reading between the ages 
of 8 and 14 shows the most consistency for those 
in the high student engagement trajectory group: 
75% enjoyed reading all through this period. 
Reading enjoyment consistency matches pretty 
well with the other  trajectory groups, too, from 
53% of those in the middling/variable trajectory 
group to 15% of those in the low trajectory group. 
We found a similar pattern, with smaller gaps 
between the trajectory groups, for time spent 
watching television over the 8–14 age period. At 
age 14, the low trajectory group were most likely 
to include those who either had no particular lei-
sure interests or who spent time on electronic 
games, and the high and middling/variable trajec-
tory groups were most likely to include those 
who had creative leisure interests. The low trajec-
tory group was least likely to include those whose 
values (when thinking of what was important to 
them in the future) we summarized as ‘anchored 
and achieving’ (an emphasis on having an inter-
esting job, a good education, being with family, 
being helpful or kind, and enjoying the things 
they did) and most likely to include those who 
wanted to ‘stand out’ (have lots of money to 
spend, lots of friends, wear the right clothes or 
look cool, and have an important job). Thus, low 
levels of student engagement in school may also 
be further weighed down by lack of engagement 
in activities outside school which could also pro-
vide goals for effort and experiences of absorp-
tion and achievement related to effort. 

 Relations with others are also related to 
engagement trajectories. Over the period between 
age 10 and 14, the low trajectory group was much 
more likely than the high trajectory group to 
report some experience of bullying (as victim, 
bully or both), 83% compared to 55%, with the 
other three trajectory groups in between these 
two. Similar patterns are evident in relation to 
having friends with risky behaviour and under-
taking risky behaviour (using alcohol, having 
sex) oneself at the age of 14, and, not unrelated, 
having less experience of good family communi-
cation and inclusion, and reporting more pressure 
from family—and, by parent account, more fric-
tion in parent–child relationships. 
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 This relative consistency of experience in and 
out of school in approaches to activity—the depth 
and manner of engagement—and then the kinds 
of relationships which are likely to accompany or 
be triggered by different approaches to activity, 
points to dialectical rather than unidirectional or 
passive relationships between individuals and the 
contexts in which they form themselves. Shiner 
and Caspi  (  2003 , p. 14) wrote of the ways in 
which individuals build continuity of personality 
‘not merely through the constancy of behaviour 
across time and diverse circumstances, but also 
through the consistency over time in the ways 
that persons characteristically modify their 
changing contexts as a function of their behav-
iour’. We take this to mean in thinking about 
engagement that young people’s behaviour can 
elicit responses from family, peers and teachers 
that may compound their habits: the ways they 
spend time, the ways they engage in learning, and 
the avenues open to them as a result.   

   Engagement in Learning 
and Belonging in School 

 Relationships are often mentioned in relation to 
student engagement in learning. Teacher-student 
interactions, particularly responsiveness to indi-
vidual students, active guidance and encourage-
ment in activities, joining in children’s play and 
asking open-ended questions, were enduring 
aspects of early childhood education experience 
that multivariate analysis showed still making a 
contribution to cognitive and social skills compe-
tency levels at age 16 in the  Competent Learners  
study, after taking into account family income 
and maternal qualifi cation levels (Wylie & 
Hodgen,  2007  ) . Of interest in thinking about how 
student engagement in learning can be developed 
and improved are two other strands in our analy-
sis of high school experiences. 

 The fi rst strand is the dimension of belonging 
at school, feeling safe and treated as an individual. 
In both the age-14 and age-16 phases exploratory 
factor analysis of our large set of items, items 
relating to this dimension were identifi ed within a 
separate factor from a factor that brought together 

items related to engagement in schoolwork. 
The correlation between these two factors, school 
belonging and engagement in schoolwork, was a 
moderate 0.58. Thus, while it was likely that a 
16-year-old student who was comfortable in the 
school environment would also put energy into 
the work of learning, it did not always follow, 
and vice versa. School belonging and engage-
ment in schoolwork were both associated with 
student reports of being absorbed in their learn-
ing, with positive classroom learning activities 
and with positive relations with teachers. But 
each factor also had some different associations 
with family, peers and events. Having a support-
ive family, friendships which contained some 
challenge as well as support, and experiences of 
being praised for achievement were more likely 
to be associated with belonging in school than 
with engagement in schoolwork. Risky behav-
iour, friends with risky behaviour, family pres-
sure and experience of adverse events in the past 
year were more likely to be negatively associated 
with engagement in schoolwork than with feel-
ings of belonging in school; school can be a place 
for social reinforcement as well as learning. 
Belonging in school had a much lower correla-
tion with performance levels on the fi rst level of 
NCEA than did student engagement in school-
work (0.36 compared to 0.57). But the proportion 
of variance in each of these factors accounted for 
by age-14 motivation levels was slightly higher 
for belonging in school than for student engage-
ment (11.2% compared to 7%). Thus, both school 
belonging and engagement in schoolwork were 
playing a role in student attachment to school. 

 However, if one is interested in improving stu-
dent achievement through improving student 
engagement levels, then the interaction between 
learning opportunities and what individuals bring 
with them warrants attention. A second strand of 
this study shows that student perceptions that 
they were offered the kinds of learning opportu-
nities that develop self-regulation and thinking 
(see Hipkins,  2012  )  were closely correlated with 
positive views of teachers. Both aspects of stu-
dent engagement analyzed here (engagement 
with schoolwork and feelings of belonging) had 
higher correlation levels ( r  = 0.43 and 0.51, 
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respectively) with these reports of learning oppor-
tunities to develop self-regulation than did expe-
rience of adverse events or relations with family 
and friends (with the exception of similar correla-
tion levels [negative] with student engagement as 
effort and friends with risky behaviour).  

   Conclusion 

 Longitudinal patterns of student engagement, 
when they can be related to academic perfor-
mance and to both school and out-of-school con-
texts, do confi rm that student self-reports of their 
engagement, here operationalized as effort and 
support, are worth attending to. Student self-
reports of engagement do provide reasonable 
indicators of competency levels and, probably 
through that link, to likely later academic perfor-
mance and post-school learning. There was an 
almost linear relationship between the fi ve 
engagement trajectory patterns (at low, middle 
and high levels) and school achievement. The 
patterns described here also point to the impor-
tance of student engagement in school—in the 
work of school—for the use of attention and 
effort in the activities, interests and relationships 
outside school that also form identity. If nothing 
else, then, the importance of formal education for 
the whole of life is evident. The relationships 
between formal education experiences and expe-
riences outside school are not unidirectional—
but reinforcing and shaping the attention and 
effort likely to be made in either sphere. 

 Yet while longitudinal patterns of student 
engagement show consistencies, they also show 
some fl uidity—only three of the original nine tra-
jectories we found remained stable over the 6-year 
period from when students were aged 10 to when 
they were aged 16. The most consistent patterns 
found in this study were for those who by the age 
of 10 had experienced school success at a reason-
ably high level and, conversely, for those who at 
that age were struggling with school work. Those 
with high engagement levels by age 10 appear most 
likely to maintain those levels; but others with 
moderate or low levels are more open to change 
(both down and upward). Students play a role in 

shaping their learning through the effort they put in 
and the responses of others as a result, but their 
effort is also susceptible to changing learning 
opportunities (some classes offer more in the way 
of experiences that build engagement) and events 
(such as accidents, loss of family or friends). 

 Decline of student engagement over ages 10–16 
raises some questions which are important in think-
ing about how to improve student engagement. Is 
the pattern we found with a New Zealand sample 
universal? Are there universal developmental dif-
ferences, as Eccles  (  1999  )   suggests in her discus-
sion of the importance of the fi t between individual 
psychological needs and the opportunities students 
had in school and with their families, particularly 
through middle-childhood years? Eccles identifi ed 
the ‘key  psychological challenges’ for middle-
childhood as self-awareness, social comparison 
and self-esteem. The key psychological challenges 
she identifi ed for early adolescence were more to 
do with ‘a drive for autonomy paired with a con-
tinuing need for close, trusting relationships with 
adults’ (Eccles,  1999 , p. 41). 

 Longitudinal studies of student engagement in 
context are still rare, but as the fi eld grows, we 
need more studies that follow students over time 
to fi nd out more about the role of different con-
texts and different learning opportunities in dif-
ferent levels and trajectories of engagement and 
to fi nd out more about how different aspects of 
engagement are related. Ideally, a longitudinal 
study of student engagement and its links with 
student achievement would use a single scale 
with strong psychometric properties that could be 
used across different ages and one that contained 
sub-scales of behavioral, emotional and cogni-
tive dimensions of engagement, so that the way 
these are related and whether these relationships 
change over time could also be investigated in 
relation to theories of human development. 
Archambault et al.  (  2009  )  provided a very inter-
esting analysis of changes in student engagement 
over ages 12–16, separately for behavioral, cog-
nitive and affective engagement and for differ-
ent trajectories of engagement over that period. 
They suggested that it would be valuable to 
include in such analysis more information on 
cognitive engagement, for example, the use of 
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self-regulation strategies. We would agree and go 
further. A comprehensive investigation of changes 
in student engagement over time would need to 
include measures of learning opportunities in stu-
dent classrooms, based on the research about the 
kinds that are linked with student engagement, 
learning enjoyment and the development of self-
regulation and metacognitive skills. Such an 
investigation would need a more complex mea-
sure of motivation than the somewhat utilitarian 
one we used in this study. It would also need to 
include measures of student achievement and 
competencies, so that we could gain a full picture 
of the dynamic relations between engagement 
dimensions, achievement (including and extend-
ing what we covered here in the attitudinal com-
petencies) and learning opportunities. Material 
would be collected on activities and values 
beyond school, and relations with family and 
friends, to deepen our understanding of the cir-
cumstances in which learning identities become 
consistent in positive, or negative ways, within 
and beyond school, and of the ways in which 
these constituents of individual identity and 
source of action can be combined differently to 
markedly and durably alter declining or low stu-
dent engagement in learning. Longitudinal analy-
sis shows that while earlier patterns of student 
engagement contribute to later patterns, student 
engagement levels are not immutable and do 
respond to different opportunities.      
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    Defi ning    Engagement 

 The construct of engagement is increasingly 
prominent in the educational and developmental 
psychology literatures and is defi ned generally as 
involvement, participation, and commitment to 
some set of activities. Skinner, Kindermann, 
Connell, and Wellborn  (  2009a  )  described engage-
ment as a refl ection or manifestation of motivated 
action and noted that action incorporates emo-
tions, attention, goals, and other psychological 
processes along with persistent and effortful 
behavior. Fredricks, Blumenfeld, and Paris 
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  Abstract 

 In this chapter, we review research on students’ engagement in reading 
activities and how classroom instructional practices infl uence engagement 
in reading and other academic activities. We defi ne engaged readers as 
motivated to read, strategic in their approaches to reading, knowledgeable 
in their construction of meaning from text, and socially interactive while 
reading. We present a conceptual model of reading engagement linking 
classroom practices directly and indirectly to students’ motivation to read, 
behavioral engagement in reading, and reading achievement. A major 
premise of this model is that behavioral engagement in reading mediates 
the effects of classroom practices on reading outcomes. We present evi-
dence from a variety of experimental and correlational studies documenting 
the direct and indirect links among classroom practices, motivation, behav-
ioral engagement, and achievement outcomes. One reading comprehension 
instructional program on which we focus is Concept-Oriented Reading 
Instruction. This program integrates strategy instruction and instructional 
practices to foster students’ reading motivation, and teaches reading, in 
particular, in content domains such as science and social studies.    
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 (  2004  )  defi ned behavioral, emotional, and cogni-
tive aspects of school engagement. Behavioral 
engagement is direct involvement in a set of 
activities and includes positive conduct, effort 
and persistence, and participation in extracurric-
ular activities. Emotional engagement covers 
both positive and negative affective reactions 
(e.g., interest, boredom, anxiety, frustration) to 
activities, as well as to the individuals with whom 
one does the activities (teachers, peers). It also 
comprises identifi cation with school. Cognitive 
engagement means willingness to exert the men-
tal effort needed to comprehend challenging con-
cepts and accomplish diffi cult tasks in different 
domains, as well as the use of self-regulatory and 
other strategies to guide one’s cognitive efforts. 

 We have focused on students’ engagement 
in reading activities and defined reading 
engagement as interacting with text in ways 
that are both strategic and motivated (Guthrie 
& Wigfield,  2000  ) . More broadly, we and our 
colleagues have described engaged readers as 
motivated to read, strategic in their approaches 
to comprehending what they read, knowledge-
able in their construction of meaning from 
text, and socially interactive while reading 
(Guthrie, McGough, Bennett, & Rice,  1996 ; 
Guthrie & Wigfield,  2000 ; Guthrie, Wigfield, 
& Perencevich,  2004 ; see also Baker, Dreher, 
& Guthrie,  2000  ) . In this review, we introduce 
the construct of behavioral engagement to this 
set of engagement processes. Specific indica-
tors of behavioral engagement of reading 
include students’ report of effort and persistence 
(Skinner, Kindermann, & Furrer,  2009b  ) , stu-
dents’ report of time spent reading (Guthrie, 
Wigfi eld, Metsala, & Cox,  1999  ) , and teachers’ 
observations of students’ reading behaviors 
(Wigfi eld et al.,  2008  ) . 

 Students’ engagement in reading is enhanced 
when the contexts in which reading occurs fos-
ter it. There are a variety of instructional prac-
tices that foster students’ reading engagement, 
and we discuss them below. We believe that 
engagement in reading is crucial to the devel-
opment of reading comprehension skills and 
reading achievement; we present evidence doc-

umenting this point throughout the chapter. By 
focusing on reading, we address an urgent prob-
lem in education which is that high proportions 
of students are disaffected with reading. They 
overwhelmingly shun books in science, history, 
and math that carry the substance of their edu-
cation. In other words, in elementary and sec-
ondary education, disengagement from reading 
is a national dilemma (Grigg, Ryan, Jin, & 
Campbell,  2003 ; Perie, Grigg, & Donahue, 
 2005  ) . 

 Engagement and motivation are related terms 
that sometimes are used interchangeably in the 
literature (e.g., National Research Council,  2004  ) , 
but we believe the constructs should be distin-
guished from one another (see also Fredricks 
et al.,  2004 ; Skinner    et al.,  2009a,   2009b  for dis-
tinctions between these constructs). As just noted, 
engagement is a multidimensional construct that 
includes behavioral, cognitive, and affective attri-
butes associated with being deeply involved in an 
activity such as reading; indeed, Fredricks et al. 
( 2004 ) called engagement a meta-construct. By 
contrast, motivation is a more specifi c construct 
that relates to engagement but can be distin-
guished from it. Motivation is what energizes 
and directs behavior and often is defi ned with 
respect to the beliefs, values, and goals individu-
als have for different activities (Eccles & 
Wigfi eld,  2002 ; Wigfi eld, Eccles, Schiefele, 
Roeser, & Davis-Kean,  2006  ) . 

 Motivation often is domain specifi c; in the 
reading domain, we defi ned reading motivation 
as follows: “Reading motivation is the individu-
al’s personal goals, values, and beliefs with regard 
to the topics, processes, and outcomes of read-
ing” (Guthrie & Wigfi eld,  2000 , p. 405). 
Motivation also is important for the maintenance 
of behavior, particularly when activities are cog-
nitively demanding (Wolters,  2003  ) . Reading is 
one such activity, as many different cognitive 
skills are involved. These range from processing 
individual words to generating meaning from 
complex texts. Furthermore, although reading is 
required for many school tasks and activities, it is 
also something students can choose to do or not; 
“Am I going to read or do something else?” Given 
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these characteristics, motivation is especially 
crucial to reading engagement. Like Skinner et al. 
 (  2009a,   2009b  ) , then, we believe that engage-
ment refl ects motivated action. When students 
are positively motivated to read, they will be 
more engaged in reading. We discuss how spe-
cifi c aspects of motivation relate to engagement 
later in this chapter. 

   Engagement Perspective on Reading 

 We (Guthrie & Wigfi eld,  2000  )  developed an 
engagement perspective on reading that connects 
classroom instructional practices to students’ 
motivations, strategy use, conceptual knowledge, 
and social interactions, and ultimately to their 
reading outcomes. Students’ motivation includes 
multifaceted aspects such as goals, intrinsic and 
extrinsic motivation, values, self-effi cacy, and 
social motivation. These motivational aspects of 
the reader propel students to choose to read and 
to use cognitive strategies to comprehend. The 
 strategies  in the model refer to students’ multiple 
cognitive processes of comprehending, self-
 monitoring, and constructing their understanding 
and beliefs during reading.  Conceptual knowl-
edge  refers to the notion that reading is knowl-
edge-driven.  Social interactions  include 
collaborative practices in a community and the 
social goals of helping other students or cooper-
ating with a teacher. These in turn infl uence stu-
dents’ reading achievement, knowledge gained 
from reading, and the kinds of practices in which 
they engage. 

 We chose the instructional practices in the 
model for two primary reasons. First, each prac-
tice has been shown to relate to students’ motiva-
tion and achievement in a variety of correlational 
and classroom-based studies (see Guthrie & 
Humenick,  2004 , for a meta-analytic review 
of the work on a number of these practices). 
Second, several of the practices are included in 
Concept-Oriented Reading Instruction (CORI), a 
reading comprehension instruction program that 
combines reading strategy instruction, support 
for student motivation, and connections to content 

areas (Guthrie, Wigfi eld, & Perencevich,  2004 ; 
Guthrie et al.,  1996  ) . As the instructional prac-
tices have been described fully elsewhere (e.g., 
Guthrie, McRae, & Klauda,  2007  ) , we briefl y 
mention them here and present an example lesson 
later in this chapter. 

  Learning and knowledge goals  refer to core 
learning goals for particular topic areas that pro-
vide students with compelling cognitive reasons 
for learning the material. 

  Real-world interactions  are connections between 
the academic curriculum and the personal experi-
ences of the learners and, more specifi cally, are 
stimulating activities that connect students to the 
content they are learning. These real-world inter-
actions also provide motivation for students to 
read more about what they are learning. 

   Instructional Practices 
     • Autonomy support  is based on premises from 
self-determination theory (Ryan & Deci, 
 2009  )  that giving students some control over 
their own learning is motivating.  
   • Interesting texts  refers to the practice of pro-
viding an abundance of high interest texts in 
the classroom.  
   • Strategy instruction  concerns the kinds of 
reading strategies teachers teach; in CORI, a 
set of strategies shown to have strong empiri-
cal support (National Reading Panel,  2000  )  
are the strategies used in the program.  
   • Collaboration  is the social discourse among 
students in a learning community that enables 
them to see perspectives and to socially con-
struct knowledge from text (Johnson & 
Johnson,  2009  ) .  
   • Praise and rewards  involve the ways in which 
teachers provide feedback to students (Brophy, 
 1981  ) . Rewards are often used in reading 
instruction and other instructional programs 
as a way to build students’ motivation 
(Gambrell & Marniak,  1997  ) .  
  Students are  • evaluated  in classrooms in a myr-
iad of ways. Some methods of evaluation can 
provide meaningful information about student 
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learning and actually can support student 
motivation (Affl erbach,  1998  ) .  
  Finally,  • teacher involvement  represents the 
teacher’s knowledge of individual learners, 
caring about their progress and pedagogical 
understanding of how to foster their active 
participation (Skinner & Belmont,  1993  ) .    
 Guthrie and Wigfi eld  (  2000  )  reviewed evi-

dence for the connections of each of these prac-
tices to reading outcomes. 

 A crucial assumption in this model is that the 
effects of instructional practices on the student 
outcomes of achievement, knowledge, and read-
ing practices are mediated by the engagement 
processes (see also Skinner & Belmont,  1993  ) . 
That is, classroom contexts only affect student 
outcomes to the extent that they produce high 
levels of student engagement. Behavioral engage-
ment is one of these processes and is increased by 
CORI.    

   Conceptual Framework 
for Engagement Processes in Reading 

   Purposes of the Framework 

 Figure  29.1  presents our current framework on 
engagement that depicts both the direct and indirect 
(or mediated) effects of classroom practices and 
conditions on student reading outcomes,  particularly 
their reading competence. Our aim in building 

this framework is to describe how instruction, 
motivation, behavioral engagement, and achieve-
ment are related. The classroom practices and 
conditions in the box at the left of the fi gure 
include many of those incorporated in Guthrie 
and Wigfi eld’s  (  2000  )  engagement model of read-
ing development, and others that are particularly 
relevant to middle school reading, the focus of 
our current research project on enhancing adoles-
cents’ engagement in reading (Guthrie, Klauda, 
& Morrison,  2012 ; Guthrie, Mason-Singh, & 
Coddington,  2012  ) . Our framework is consistent 
with the perspective of Appleton, Christenson, 
and Furlong  (  2008  )  in that we seek the character-
istics of classrooms that are suffi ciently powerful 
to impact variables for which educators are held 
accountable, such as achievement on major tests 
as well as experimental measures. Furthermore, 
we attempt to identify and document the engage-
ment processes that serve as links between the 
practices of teachers and students’ outcomes.  

 Depicted in this graphic are the engagement 
processes in reading consisting of motivations to 
read, behavioral engagement in reading, and 
reading competence, along with classroom con-
texts. Many of the studies we review in this chap-
ter show that behavioral engagement in reading 
impacts reading competence, and motivations to 
read impact behavioral engagement in reading. 
Our rationale for considering these all to be 
engagement processes is that they represent moti-
vational, behavioral, and cognitive dimensions of 

Engagement Processes in Reading

Classroom
Practice and
Conditions

D
Motivations

to Read E

Behavioral
Engagement
in Reading

(Dedication)

F
Reading

Competence

A

B C

Direct Effects of Practices on Competence

Direct Effects of Practices on Behaviors Direct Effects of Motivations on Competence

  Fig. 29.1    Model of reading engagement processes within classroom contexts       
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interacting with text. On the far left of the graphic, 
classroom practices and conditions are shown to 
represent their role in impacting motivations, 
behavioral engagement, and reading competence. 
We will review empirical evidence documenting 
that classroom practices have both direct effects 
on competence and indirect effects mediated by 
motivations and behavioral engagement. In this 
graphic, the capital letters represent pathways 
from classroom practices through engagement 
processes to reading competence. Although 
empirical research is likely to reveal reciprocal 
pathways throughout this model, we do not 
include them here because they have not been 
widely studied in reading and the current evi-
dence for them is limited. We do not address 
emotional engagement or affective processes 
because they have not been studied frequently in 
reading, and space constraints prevent us from 
examining them here. We do address cognitive 
engagement, such as the use of strategies for 
reading, because it is important to control for 
them statistically when investigating the associa-
tions of behavioral engagement and reading 
achievement. This review of context effects is 
organized by reviewing evidence for each path-
way, beginning with the effects of behavioral 
engagement on reading competence, and then 
discussing each pathway in the model. In several 
instances, a particular study provides evidence 
for more than one pathway in the model. We dis-
cuss these studies in each pathway where it sup-
plies documentation.  

   Behavioral Engagement Impacts 
Reading Competence 

 Our rationale for linking behavioral engagement 
in reading and reading competence (Path F) is 
grounded in cognitive science (van den Broek, 
Rapp, & Kendeou,  2005 ; Walczyk et al.,  2007  ) . 
Experimental studies show that acquiring declar-
ative knowledge from text demands the complex 
system of rapid, automatic processes at the word 
and sentence level integrated with effortful, 
deliberate processes of inferencing and reasoning 
(Kendeou, van den Broek, White, & Lynch, 

 2007  ) . As facilitators of reading competence, 
these processes may be termed “cognitive engage-
ment.” These processes demand effort and atten-
tion sustained over substantial amounts of time 
during which this cognitive system is acquired to 
a level of expertise (Ericsson, Krampe, & Tesch-
Romer,  1993  ) . 

 While students are expending effort in the 
behavior of reading, motivational processes are 
occurring simultaneously. If the book is interest-
ing, the reading act may be intrinsically motivat-
ing. If the book is perceived as important, the 
reading behavior may contribute to a student’s 
sense of identifi cation with reading in school. It 
is during this passage of time that motivations 
impact students’ cognitive profi ciencies. When 
motivations are positive (intrinsic motivation), 
cognitions increase; when motivations are nega-
tive (avoidance or disaffection), behaviors 
become aversive, leading to a gradual decline in 
cognitive profi ciency. It is evident that cognitive 
expertise cannot be attained without sustained 
behaviors, and the absence of reading behaviors 
is a precursor to cognitive decline.  

   Evidence for the Effects of Behavioral 
Engagement on Competence in Reading 

 In this section, we document that time, effort, and 
persistence in reading behaviors impacts a variety 
of indicators of reading competence. The studies 
for this section are presented in Table  29.1 . 
However, this documentation cannot be simple. 
A student who spends a high amount of time 
reading and also has high competence, according 
to standardized test scores, is likely to have a vari-
ety of correlated characteristics. Most basically, 
this student is likely to have high amounts of 
background knowledge about the topic or genre 
of the reading behavior. The relationship of 
behavioral engagement and achievement is con-
founded by many variables. For example, a 
behaviorally engaged student with high reading 
competence is likely to have high levels of motiva-
tion, such as self-effi cacy and intrinsic motivation 
for reading, and so these variables must be taken 
into account in analyses. Guthrie et al.  (  1999  )  
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found that third- and fi fth-grade students’ self-
report of amount of time spent reading in school 
and out of school was associated with competency 
tests of students’ reading comprehension, even 
when controlling for background knowledge, 
previous grades, intrinsic motivation, and self-
effi cacy. This fi nding appeared not only for single 
passages but for acquisition of knowledge from 
text in a 2-day learning activity. They also found 
in a nationally representative sample of tenth-
grade students that behavioral engagement in 
reading (assessed by time spent) was correlated 
with reading comprehension test scores, when the 
potentially confounding variables of past achieve-
ment, SES, and self-effi cacy were controlled sta-
tistically. Thus, behavioral engagement impacted 
reading competence for samples of elementary 
and secondary students, when potentially con-
founding cognitive and motivational variables 
were statistically controlled.  

 As indicated previously, students’ aversion to 
reading information texts in secondary school is a 
widespread crisis. In middle school, the highest 
achievers overwhelmingly rate information text 
to be uninteresting (Guthrie, Klauda, et al.,   2012  ) . 
In this light, it is valuable to understand the vari-
ables that infl uence students’ competence in read-
ing uninteresting text (Reeve, Jang, Hardre, & 
Omura,  2002  ) . In one experimental study, Jang 
 (  2008  )  gave one group of college students the 
task of reading some text about statistical correla-
tions, which was not interesting to them, with the 
rationale that the text was important to their pro-
fessions. The behavioral engagement of this 
group increased compared to a group not told that 
this material was benefi cial to them. After reading 
the texts, the group given the “importance ratio-
nale” was superior in conceptual understanding 
of the text. Thus, experimentally increasing 
behavioral engagement enhanced students’ con-
ceptual learning. Note that this study also pro-
vides evidence for other pathways in our model; 
we discuss this evidence later. In a longitudinal 
study with children ages 5–13, Ladd and Dinella 
 (  2009  )  examined the effect of behavioral engage-
ment on a wide variety of reading achievement 
tests. Some students showed high behavioral 
engagement of interest, attention, and participa-

tion in classwork. Other students showed behav-
ioral disengagement consisting of resistance by 
not performing tasks, not completing homework, 
and acting defi antly toward academic activities. 
Statistically controlling for reading achievement 
in grade 1, the gain in reading from grades 1 to 8 
was higher for students whose behavioral engage-
ment increased in grades 1–3 than for students 
whose resistance and behavioral disengagement 
increased in grades 1–3. In other words, increas-
ing behavioral engagement produced the positive 
slope for achievement, whereas decreasing 
behavioral engagement produced a less positive 
slope in measured reading competence. 

 A variety of studies document the generalizabil-
ity of this effect of behavioral engagement in read-
ing on reading competence, using different 
indicators of engagement. Schwinger, Steinmayr, 
and Spinath  (  2009  )  measured 11th- and 12th-grade 
German high school students’ effort management 
as an indicator of behavioral engagement. 
Investigators used items such as “I study hard 
whether I am interested or not.” Such behavioral 
engagement predicted students’ GPAs, although 
intelligence also predicted GPA and the behavioral 
engagement effect was not statistically controlled. 
Salamonson, Andrew, and Everett  (  2009  )  used 
homework completion in a nursing program, which 
consisted of textbook reading, as an indicator of 
behavioral engagement; this variable likely refl ected 
time spent reading. Controlling for age and ethnic-
ity, this indicator was a positive predictor of aca-
demic performance in a course on pathophysiology. 
In an electronic learning environment, off-task 
attention was an indicator of behavioral disengage-
ment from learning, which predicted subsequent 
posttest scores (Orvis, Fisher, & Wasserman,  2009  ) . 
Although statistical controls were often absent, 
these studies suggest that behavioral engagement is 
a robust variable impacting competence for a vari-
ety of reading tasks at a variety of ages. 

 In related research, students’ reports of effort 
and perseverance have been referred to as self-
discipline (Duckworth, Peterson, Matthews, & 
Kelly,  2007  ) . In characterizing self-discipline, 
they used items such as “I am a hard worker,” “I 
fi nish whatever I begin,” and “I have achieved a 
goal that took years of work.” Using this measure 
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in a series of six studies, the investigators found 
that this measure of self-discipline correlated sig-
nifi cantly with GPAs, even when SAT scores were 
held constant for college students. Duckworth 
and Seligman  (  2005  )  used a similar measure of 
self-discipline in a study of eighth-grade students 
and found that it predicted GPA more strongly 
than did IQ. Furthermore, this indicator of behav-
ioral engagement predicted GPA when control-
ling for previous IQ scores. The authors concluded 
that the duration and direction of effort predict the 
development of expertise more fully than indica-
tors of talent or aptitude. One limitation of this 
research was that the motivational sources of 
behavioral engagement were not explicitly inves-
tigated. However, such sources have been exam-
ined in the engagement literature.  

   Motivations Impact Behavioral 
Engagement in Reading 

 We turn next to a consideration of Path E, links of 
motivation with behavioral engagement. The 
studies for this section are presented in Table  29.2 . 
Our argument in this section is that motivations 
such as self-effi cacy, intrinsic motivation, and 
valuing that are related to reading increase an 
individual’s reading behaviors, that is, the effort, 
attention, time spent, concentration, and long-
term persistence in reading activities. As dis-
cussed earlier, we distinguish motivations from 
behavioral engagement because they are refer-
ring to goals, values, beliefs, and dispositions 
rather than physical behaviors (Wigfi eld & 
Guthrie,  2010  ) . In the literature that relates moti-
vation to reading, motivational constructs have 
been drawn from four theoretical perspectives 
including expectancy value theory (Wigfi eld & 
Eccles,  2002  ) , social cognitive theory (Bandura 
& Schunk,  1981  ) , goal theory (Maehr & Zusho, 
 2009  ) , and self-determination theory (   Ryan & 
Deci,  2000 ). Relations of key constructs from 
these theories to reading are portrayed in Guthrie 
and Coddington  (  2009  ) .  

 In attempting to characterize a relationship 
between motivations and behavioral engagement 
in reading, it is benefi cial to consider controlling 

potentially confounding variables. For example, 
both motivation and behavioral engagement are 
likely to be correlated with achievement, as indi-
cated by test scores or grades, and declarative 
knowledge of the world, which facilitates com-
prehension and is associated with motivation for 
reading. As discussed earlier, Guthrie et al.  (  1999  )  
reported that intrinsic motivation predicted 
behavioral engagement measured by students’ 
self-reported frequency and breadth of reading 
activities, even when students’ prior knowledge, 
past achievement, and self-effi cacy in reading 
were controlled. Thus, while controlling for self-
effi cacy and the cognitive variables of back-
ground knowledge and school achievement, 
intrinsic motivation was associated with behav-
ioral engagement in reading for both elementary 
and secondary level students. These results 
extended previous fi ndings by Wigfi eld and 
Guthrie  (  1997  )  that intrinsic motivation con-
structs such as challenge, curiosity, and involve-
ment correlated with students’ amount and 
breadth of reading behaviors. 

 Students’ behavioral engagement in reading, 
according to their self-reported frequency and 
breadth of reading activities, has further been 
associated with multiple motivations. Lau  (  2009  )  
found that 11–18-year olds’ intrinsic motivation 
and social motivation each made unique contri-
butions to their amount of reading, although self-
effi cacy and extrinsic motivation for reading, 
which were also included in the model, did not 
make signifi cant contributions. While this fi nd-
ing appeared for younger secondary students, 
only intrinsic motivation uniquely contributed to 
amount of reading when the other motivational 
constructs were controlled in the model for older 
secondary students. Thus, intrinsic motivation, 
which was measured as enjoying reading, 
appeared to predominate as a predictor of behav-
ioral engagement in reading for both age groups 
when several other motivational constructs were 
statistically controlled. 

 As discussed earlier, Jang  (  2008  )  found that 
when college students were required to perform 
the aversive task of reading uninteresting material, 
the extent to which they valued the content of the 
text determined the extent of their behavioral 
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engagement in the reading activity. Behavioral 
engagement was optimized for students who 
showed identifi ed regulation, which referred to 
believing that the text content was benefi cial to 
their professional work. Students high on identi-
fi ed regulation believed that the task was important 
and worthwhile to them. In this context, identifi ed 
regulation (perceived value) contributed to behav-
ioral engagement, but interest in the text did not 
signifi cantly contribute to behavioral engagement 
in reading the texts. Consequently, although intrin-
sic motivation is consistently associated with 
behavioral engagement in academic reading tasks, 
when those reading tasks are inherently uninterest-
ing, valuing the content for personal reasons other 
than intrinsic motivation is likely to be associated 
with behavioral engagement in reading. 

 To this point, we have documented that intrin-
sic motivation and valuing contribute to the 
behavioral engagement in reading in terms of its 
quantity, such as amount of time spent, frequency 
of behavioral activities, and breadth of reading. In 
addition, motivations are associated with the qual-
ity of behavioral engagement. To oversimplify a 
range of cognitive science phenomena (Rapp & 
van den Broek,  2005  ) , reading can be deep or 
superfi cial. Deep processing strategies consist of 
making inferences, forming summaries, integrat-
ing diverse elements, and monitoring one’s com-
prehension during reading. Superfi cial strategies 
are typifi ed by underlining, memorizing, and 
seeking to complete tasks rather than compre-
hending fully. Nolen  (  1988  )  investigated motiva-
tions that were associated with deep processing 
strategies of eighth graders who were asked to 
read expository passages. Intrinsic motivation for 
learning (or the goal of understanding and learn-
ing for its own sake) was positively associated 
with the use of deep processing strategies for text 
comprehension. In contrast, ego orientation (the 
goal of demonstrating high ability in comparison 
to others) was positively related to use of surface-
level strategies only. This fi nding confi rmed 
reports of Pintrich and de Groot  (  1990  )  that intrin-
sic motivation for classwork in reading/language 
arts was associated with deep processing strate-
gies for text comprehension. Thus, it is evident 
that motivational constructs not only increase the 

amount of behavioral engagement but also infl u-
ence the quality of behavioral engagement by 
activating cognitive strategies that are productive 
for full comprehension of complex text. 

 Behavioral engagement in reading can be 
expanded to choices that students make during 
school and leisure time. In a longitudinal study of 
students from grades 3 to 12, Durik, Vida, and 
Eccles  (  2006  )  tracked the extent to which moti-
vational constructs infl uenced behavioral engage-
ment in the form of selection of courses and the 
pursuit of leisure reading. Behavioral engage-
ment was characterized by the number of lan-
guage arts classes students took per year, 
including composition, American literature, 
speech, and humanities. In a longitudinal path 
model, students’ valuing (ratings of importance 
for reading and language arts) in grade 4 pre-
dicted the behavioral engagement in terms of the 
number of courses selected in grade 10. Self-
effi cacy in grade 4 predicted number of courses 
taken in grade 10, but intrinsic value for reading 
in grade 4 did not predict number of courses 
directly but was mediated by intrinsic valuing for 
reading in grade 10. In comparison, the behav-
ioral engagement of leisure reading out of school 
was predicted by intrinsic motivation in grade 4, 
although leisure reading was not predicted by 
valuing or self-effi cacy in grade 4. 

 In summary, it is evident that motivations 
(such as valuing) activated in a brief laboratory 
activity increased behavioral engagement in an 
assigned reading task (Jang,  2008  ) , and more sus-
tained, wide-ranging intrinsic motivation for 
reading in elementary grades predicted amount of 
participation in reading intensive courses in high 
school (Durik et al.,  2006  ) . The linkage between 
motivation and behavioral engagement in reading 
appears to be viable within highly situated class-
room contexts and across a broad sweep of time 
and place of reading in the schooling process.  

   Motivations Impact Reading 
Competence 

 Figure  29.1  includes a direct pathway from moti-
vations to read to reading competence. In the 



616 J.T. Guthrie et al.

schematic, it is labeled Path C: Direct Effects of 
Motivations on Competence. This refers to studies 
that document the association between a variety 
of motivations and reading competence; the 
studies relevant to this path are summarized in 
Table  29.2 . Similar to other constructs in the 
model, motivations and reading competence are 
both likely to be correlated with other variables 
(Chan,  1994  ) . These variables need to be con-
trolled to examine clearly the relations of motiva-
tion to reading competence, as Guthrie et al. 
 (  1999  )  did in their study showing that intrinsic 
reading motivation predicted text comprehension 
more highly than SES, past achievement, reading 
amount, or self-effi cacy, although the controlling 
variables were all statistically signifi cant. 

 The potential mediation of the effect of moti-
vation on reading competence by behavioral 
engagement was investigated by Jang  (  2008  ) . In 
his classroom study with college students, he 
reported that valuing the content of the text 
increased test scores refl ecting reading compre-
hension. This effect was mediated by the amount 
and quality of students’ behavioral engagement in 
the reading activity; thus, valuing impacted read-
ing competence through the activation of compe-
tence-relevant reading behaviors. Anmarkrud and 
Bräten  (  2009  )  examined how reading task value 
predicted ninth-grade students’ social studies 
reading comprehension. Reading competence 
was measured by a test of reading comprehension 
containing inferential and literal items. Reading 
task value, which consisted of perceived impor-
tance and utility of reading, predicted text com-
prehension while controlling for the variables of 
gender, grades, topic knowledge, deep strategy 
use, surface strategy use, and self-effi cacy in 
reading. This shows that valuing was associated 
with reading competence, even when multiple 
cognitive and motivational variables that may 
have been present in the Jang study were statisti-
cally controlled. 

 Interest in reading is a motivational construct 
that has frequently been associated with reading 
competence. In a review of the empirical litera-
ture, Schiefele  (  1999  )  observed that interest is 
akin to intrinsic motivation, but interest is more 
tightly tied to a particular text. Students rarely 
have an interest in all texts and all genres. 

However, ratings of interestingness for a particular 
text are highly associated with the outcome of 
rich conceptual understanding from reading. 
Although such deep understanding is highly cor-
related with amount of background knowledge, 
Schiefele’s studies showed that interest has a 
unique contribution to reading competence after 
background has been controlled either statisti-
cally or experimentally. Although Schiefele’s 
studies were based on measures of self-reported 
interest in text, other investigators have deter-
mined interest through questionnaires and inter-
views. In one interview study, students’ interests 
were based on their positive affect toward texts, 
topics in texts, authors, or series of books. 
Reliable rubrics were used to gauge levels of 
interest based on two 30-min interviews. With 
this measure, fourth graders’ interest in reading 
in September of the academic year predicted their 
growth in reading comprehension from September 
to December. Interest in reading explained 12% 
of the variance in reading comprehension in 
December after September levels of reading 
comprehension were controlled. In addition, a 
person-centered profi le analysis showed that stu-
dents who increased in motivation from 
September to December showed higher reading 
comprehension growth than students who did not 
increase in motivation during that time period. In 
other words, not only does high interest in read-
ing forecast comprehension growth, but an 
increase in the motivations of self-effi cacy and 
involvement in reading forecast reading growth 
as well (Guthrie, Hoa, et al.,  2007  ) . 

 Self-effi cacy is argued to contribute to reading 
competence through its effect on students’ self-
regulation (Schunk & Zimmerman,  2007  ) . These 
authors said that “Self-effi cacy refers to learners’ 
perceived capabilities for learning or performing 
actions at designated levels, while self-regulation 
refers to self-generated thoughts, feelings, and 
actions that are systematically designed to affect 
one’s learning of knowledge and skills” (p. 7). In 
other words, self-effi cacy is expected to infl uence 
the quality of students’ behavioral engagement 
with reading tasks, which will consequently have 
a positive infl uence on reading competence. 
Consistent with this formulation, self-effi cacy is 
correlated with reading comprehension in many 
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studies (Baker & Wigfi eld,  1999 ; Greene, Miller, 
Crowson, Duke, & Akey,  2004 ; Guthrie et al., 
 1999 ; Guthrie, Wigfi eld, Barbosa, et al.  2004  ) . In 
addition, the highly related measure of perceived 
diffi culty in reading has been observed to corre-
late with reading competency measures in middle 
school students. For example, for the total sample, 
perceived diffi culty correlated −.22 with informa-
tion text comprehension, whereas self-effi cacy 
correlated .18 with the same variable when other 
motivations and gender were statistically con-
trolled (Guthrie, Klauda, et al.,  2012  ) . 

 Another motivational variable associated with 
reading competence is devaluing. Legault, Green-
Demers, and Pelletier  (  2006  )  defi ned devaluing 
as the rejection of importance or utility of aca-
demic work and disidentifi cation with schooling. 
Strambler and Weinstein  (  2010  )  studied devalu-
ing of language arts among African American 
and Hispanic students. Devaluing was character-
ized by questionnaire items such as the follow-
ing: “I don’t care about learning.” “I don’t care 
about getting a bad grade.” In a path analysis, 
devaluing negatively predicted language arts test 
scores signifi cantly at −.45 when positive valuing 
and alternative identifi cation (seeking to be pop-
ular, fashionable, cool) were statistically con-
trolled (Strambler & Weinstein,  2010 ). 

 The relationship between motivations and 
competence is almost certainly reciprocal. As 
Morgan and Fuchs  (  2007  )  documented, when 
end of year achievement in reading is controlled 
for beginning of year levels, motivations are 
associated with end of year performance. 
Simultaneously, when end of year motivations 
are controlled for beginning of year levels of 
motivation, reading comprehension is associated 
with end of year motivation levels. In other 
words, achievement predicts motivation growth 
and motivation predicts achievement growth 
simultaneously. These fi ndings appear for moti-
vational constructs of task orientation (interest in 
reading), self-effi cacy, and perceived diffi culty. 
By contrast, Guthrie, Hoa, et al.  (  2007  )  reported 
that while reading motivation levels (interest in 
reading books for enjoyment) predicted reading 
comprehension growth, reading comprehension 
levels did not predict motivation growth for stu-

dents in the later elementary grades. However, 
this issue has not been fully examined for later 
elementary and secondary students or for special 
groups of lower or higher achievers.  

   Classroom Practices Impact Students’ 
Motivations 

 We turn next to the direct path from classroom 
practices to students’ motivation (Path D). The 
studies for this section are presented in Table  29.3 . 
In this chapter, we characterize the classroom 
context in terms of teachers’ explicit teaching 
activities and practices. A widely promoted and 
documented classroom practice that impacts stu-
dents’ motivation is autonomy support (Green 
et al.,  2004 ; Reeve, Jang, Carrell, Jeon, & Barch, 
 2004 ; Zhou, Ma, & Deci,  2009  ) . This construct, 
based in self-determination theory (Ryan & Deci, 
 2009  ) , refers to the instructor taking the students’ 
perspectives, acknowledging students’ feelings, 
and providing them with opportunities for choice 
or self-direction. Such teaching minimizes the use 
of controlling pressures and demands. Across a 
range of subjects including English, students who 
were afforded autonomy support by the teacher 
were more likely than other students to report 
placing a high value on reading (identifi ed regula-
tion) or intrinsically motivated reading (integrated 
regulation). The identifi ed student believes that 
school activities and materials such as books are 
important and useful, whereas the integrated stu-
dent is intrinsically motivated to read, which 
involves “doing an activity out of interest because 
it is rewarding in its own right” (Zhou et al.,  2009 , 
p. 492). Thus, autonomy support fosters valuing 
and intrinsic motivation. In elementary school, 
autonomy support may assume the form of pro-
viding challenging and interesting texts for read-
ing (Miller & Meece,  1999  ) .  

 In our current study with middle school read-
ers, we increasingly are focused on the teaching 
practice of relevance along with autonomy sup-
port (Guthrie, Mason-Singh, et al.,  in press  ) . 
Relevance means instructional activities that are 
related to students’ lives. Perceived relevance is 
associated with self-effi cacy and social motivation 
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(Assor, Kaplan, & Roth,  2002 ; Lau,  2009  ) . 
Providing students with an awareness of the ben-
efi ts of reading increases their valuing of reading 
work in the classroom. For example, Jang  (  2008  )  
told prospective teachers that reading about com-
plications of statistical analyses would benefi t 
their professions, which increased their perceived 
value for reading texts about statistics. Likewise, 
providing middle school students with an aware-
ness that reading about science is important to 
their ability to explain their world and succeed in 
school increased students’ valuing of information 
books such as science texts (Guthrie, Mason-
Singh, et al.,  2012 ). 

 Another important classroom characteristic is 
the quality of teacher-student relationships. When 
teachers emphasize collaboration and positive 
interpersonal relationships (between themselves 
and students and among students in the class-
room), students’ motivation increases for school 
in general and for reading. When students believe 
their teachers think they are important, they are 
likely to participate more socially in the class-
room (Furrer & Skinner,  2003  ) . As both teacher 
and student reports of the quality of teacher-stu-
dent relationships increase, there are also 
enhancements in positive social interactions and 
engagement outcomes (Decker, Dona, & 
Christenson,  2007  ) . For African American stu-
dents in particular, collaborative learning envi-
ronments enhance students’ recall of stories and 
desire to participate in similar activities in the 
future (Dill & Boykin,  2000  ) . Across a range of 
contexts, explicit arrangements for student col-
laborations in reading and writing increased stu-
dents’ satisfaction with the classroom (Guthrie, 
Mason-Singh, et al.,  in press  ) . 

 Support for students’ self-effi cacy in reading 
and other subjects is crucial because self-effi cacy 
is exceptionally low for struggling students. As 
portrayed by Schunk and Zimmerman  (  2007  ) , 
several explicit teaching practices increase stu-
dents’ self-effi cacy. The self-effi cacy-fostering 
framework consists of providing students with 
process goals, which consists of steps for per-
forming academic tasks successfully. Teachers 
provide feedback for success in the process goals 
rather than the students’ products or outcomes. 

That is, teachers give specifi c direction to students 
about the effectiveness of their strategy for per-
forming work and help students set realistic 
goals in their learning domain. Experimental 
studies summarized by these researchers confi rm 
that these practices increase students’ belief in 
their capacity, perceived competence, and even-
tually, their achievement in reading tasks. Also 
benefi cial to students’ self-effi cacy in reading is 
their perception of coherence in the texts and 
tasks of instruction. When students can identify 
the links across specifi c domains of knowledge 
in their reading and perceive themes in the sub-
stance of their reading materials, they gain a 
belief that they can succeed in reading and writ-
ing about text (Guthrie, Mason-Singh, et al.,  in 
press  ) . 

 Effects of teachers’ practices on students’ 
motivations are suffi ciently powerful that they 
can have deleterious effects. Some teachers 
behave in ways that are devaluing for students. 
For example, negative feedback from teachers 
may be devaluing for students. When teachers 
consistently scold or make students feel bad for 
having the wrong answers, they respond by 
devaluing academic work, as indicated by their 
expressions that they do not care about learning 
or grades (Strambler & Weinstein,  2010  ) . In addi-
tion, middle school students who experience no 
choices or limited choices in reading in Language 
Arts or Science classes show losses of intrinsic 
motivation for reading, according to self-report 
questionnaires. Likewise, when books are 
extremely diffi cult to read, students report 
declines in self-effi cacy for reading. When books 
are irrelevant, as indicated by students’ failure to 
report being able to connect the content to their 
prior knowledge or their life experiences, they 
report low levels of interest or dedication to read-
ing (Guthrie, Klauda, et al.,  2012  ) . What this 
shows is that classroom practices are a sword that 
cuts in two directions. Affi rming practices may 
foster positive affect and motivational growth, 
while at the same time undermining practices, 
such as negative feedback, controlling instruc-
tion, and irrelevance, may generate decreases in 
motivation. These fi ndings are consistent with 
the correlational fi ndings reported by Assor et al. 
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 (  2002  )  and reciprocal relationships between 
classroom instruction and student motivations 
found by Skinner and Belmont  (  1993  ) .  

   Direct Effects of Classroom Practices 
on Behavioral Engagement 

 This assertion is represented in the schematic as 
Path B, which forms a connection between 
explicit practices and observed behavioral 
engagement. The studies for this section are pre-
sented in Table  29.3 . In three studies with high 
school and college students, Vansteenkiste, 
Simons, Lens, Sheldon, and Deci  (  2004  )  exam-
ined the effects of intrinsic goal framing as an 
instructional practice. The defi nition of intrinsic 
goal framing is that the purpose for reading 
relates to the students’ personal interests and 
goals. For prospective teachers, intrinsic goal 
framing consisted of stating that reading the text 
will “help you teach toddlers well” or “help you 
make the world a better place.” For adolescents 
with obesity issues, intrinsic goal framing con-
sisted of showing that reading would enable stu-
dents to improve their health and lose weight. In 
contrast, extrinsic goal framing consisted of stat-
ing that students should read to learn how to save 
money or improve one’s physical image. In sev-
eral experiments, students were given texts to 
read with one of the two goal frames. They were 
then given measures of reading comprehension 
that refl ected either deep processing or surface 
memorizing. Finally, students were given a mea-
sure of behavioral engagement, which was an 
opportunity to persist in reading more about this 
topic following the experimental reading task 
and the assessment. Results showed that intrinsic 
goal framing increased deep processing of text 
(conceptual learning) and persistence, as indi-
cated by time spent reading related materials. 
The effect of intrinsic goal framing on the behav-
ioral indicator of engagement, which was persis-
tence, was mediated by students’ autonomous 
motivation, which was a composite of their valuing 
and interest in the texts. In sum, this set of studies 
confi rms experimentally that intrinsic goal fram-
ing increased behavioral engagement, and its 

effect was mediated by autonomous motivation 
which combined interest and valuing for the con-
tent of the reading materials (Vansteenkiste, 
Simons, Lens, Soenens, & Matos,  2005  ) . 

 Lau  (  2009  )  found middle and high school stu-
dents’ perception of instruction as relevant 
because it was related to their lives, useful for 
their goals, and interesting, showing higher vol-
umes of reading activity (more reading engage-
ment) than students who perceived the instruction 
as less relevant to them. The effect of relevance 
as a teaching practice was on behavioral engage-
ment, as measured by amount of reading, and 
was fully mediated by intrinsic motivation and 
social motivation for younger secondary students. 
The effect of relevance of instruction was medi-
ated for older secondary students by intrinsic 
motivation only. The behavioral engagement 
impacted by this instruction was educationally 
signifi cant because highly engaged students were 
reading eight times more than disengaged stu-
dents on a scale that measured frequency, time 
spent, and breadth of materials. These fi ndings 
are similar to Vansteenkiste and colleagues’ 
 (  2005  )  fi ndings on intrinsic framing and were 
obtained in actual classroom contexts. In both 
cases, Path B in the model was affi rmed, showing 
that the quality of classroom practices impacted 
behavioral engagement in reading mediated by 
intrinsic motivation and, in the latter case, also 
social motivation. 

 Another characteristic of the classroom con-
text that is related to behavioral engagement is 
teacher support. This global indicator emphasizes 
students’ perceptions of teacher involvement 
(warmth, knowledge, and dependability) and 
classroom structure (clarity of goals and expecta-
tions) (Skinner et al.,  2009b  ) . In this line of 
research, teacher support represents student-cen-
teredness of instruction and contrasts with a 
domineering or controlling approach by the 
teacher. Furrer and Skinner  (  2003  )  found that 
teacher support is associated with increases in 
student engagement from fall to spring for stu-
dents in grades 3–6. Students’ behavioral engage-
ment referred to their self-reported effort, 
attention, and persistence while participating in 
classroom learning activities. Consistent with 
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this fi nding, Skinner, Furrer, Marchand, and 
Kindermann  (  2008  )  reported that in grades 4–7, 
students’ behavioral disaffection decreased from 
fall to spring as a consequence of teacher sup-
port. This decrease consisted of a reduction in 
students’ lack of effort or withdrawal from learn-
ing activities. Although teacher support is not a 
specifi c practice, but rather a broad attribute that 
may be associated with a number of specifi c 
practices such as assuring success, providing rel-
evance, offering choices, arranging collabora-
tions, and providing themes for learning, it was 
strongly associated with students’ increases in 
behavioral engagement (standardized regression 
coeffi cient of .23 ( p  < .001)) and decreases in 
behavioral disaffection (standardized regression 
coeffi cient of −.12 ( p  < .001)). The researchers 
did not examine the possible mediation by moti-
vations of the relationship between teacher sup-
port and engagement. 

 Akin to these fi ndings, Shih  (  2008  )  reported 
that Taiwanese eighth graders who reported per-
ceptions of autonomy support from their teachers 
were likely to show relatively high levels of 
behavioral engagement in the form of listening 
carefully in class, persisting with hard problems, 
and participating in class discussions, while not 
ignoring classroom activities or avoiding hard 
challenges. In this case, perceived autonomy 
referred to the instructors’ openness and accep-
tance of students.  

   Classroom Practices Impact Student 
Competence 

 In the graphic representation of the model of 
reading engagement processes with classroom 
contexts, we present classroom practices and 
conditions on the far left. The purpose of this 
location is to indicate that these contextual vari-
ables may infl uence students’ motivations, behav-
ioral engagement, and reading competence. At 
the most general level, a number of studies have 
shown that contextual variables of the classroom 
such as instructional practices, teacher support, 
and other conditions may directly impact stu-
dents’ reading competence; we denote this with 

Path A in the model. Although we believe that the 
effects of classroom practices on achievement 
are fully mediated by motivations and engage-
ment, in the initial portion of this section, we 
briefl y review research that has addressed the 
direct effect of motivational practices in the class-
room on reading competence. In the second por-
tion of the section, we identify a more limited set 
of contextual variables that have been shown to 
affect competence mediated either by students’ 
motivations or their behavioral engagements in 
reading or both. 

 A number of studies based in self-determina-
tion theory (Ryan & Deci,  2009  )  document the 
effects of two forms of autonomy support on stu-
dents’ conceptual learning. It is reasonable to 
include those studies in this chapter on reading 
because the conceptual learning outcome has 
referred to knowledge gained from students’ 
interaction with text. We discussed above 
Vansteenkiste and colleagues’  (  2005  )  experimen-
tal work on intrinsic framing, which refers to rea-
sons for reading and studying texts that are 
personally signifi cant to students, and also Jang’s 
 (  2008  )  study on how giving students a rationale 
for reading uninteresting texts about statistics that 
will benefi t students’ careers and professional 
effectiveness increased students’ conceptual 
learning from text. In some cases, the control 
condition of extrinsic framing increased factual 
memory and surface processing of text. 
Consequently, the effects of these practices on 
reading competence are fi rmly established exper-
imentally. One limitation of these investigations 
is that they are short term, with brief interventions 
and limited measures of conceptual learning that 
may not be generalizable to academically signifi -
cant success. A second limitation is that they have 
been performed mainly with college students. 

 Studies of classroom practices that increase 
students’ motivation have also been performed 
with elementary and middle school students in 
Reading and Language Arts classrooms over peri-
ods from 6 to 36 weeks. We and our colleagues 
have examined how Concept-Oriented Reading 
Instruction (CORI) infl uences third-, fourth-, 
fi fth-, and seventh-grade students’ reading com-
prehension and engagement in reading (Guthrie, 
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Wigfi eld, Barbosa, et al.  2004    ; see Guthrie, 
McRae, et al.,  2007 , for review of the fi ndings). 
CORI includes the classroom practices of provid-
ing relevance, choices, collaboration, leveled 
texts, and thematic units. This cluster of practices 
is designed to increase intrinsic motivation, self-
effi cacy, social motivation, and valuing for read-
ing (Guthrie, Wigfi eld, & Perencevich,  2004  ) . 

 To exemplify CORI, a synopsis of a lesson is 
presented next. The CORI goal is to teach read-
ing comprehension with motivation support. This 
lesson is from a 6-week CORI unit that teaches 
the reading strategies of inferencing, summariz-
ing, and concept mapping to foster seventh grad-
ers’ comprehension of information text. Using 
the conceptual theme “Diversity of Life,” this is 
lesson 9 which occurs in week 2. 

 The teacher posts the question for the day: 
“What are some special features of wetland plants 
that enable them to survive in their environment?” 
To begin, students view a 5-minute video about 
aquatic plants, showing their locations, stems, 
root systems, and leaf varieties. (This video sup-
ports intrinsic motivation by providing relevance 
for the texts that follow). Individuals record their 
observations of the video in a journal and share 
them with a partner. Partners then select one of 
two texts on aquatic plants. Together they locate 
a 2–4-page section that addresses the day’s ques-
tion (partnerships support social motivation; 
choice of texts supports students’ autonomy). 

 Teachers guide students to select 2–5 key 
words that represent the main idea of the text, 
which they enter into their journals. Then teach-
ers guide students to identify 3–4 supporting facts 
for each key word (scaffolding of the summariz-
ing process enables students to learn a widely 
applicable strategy for summarizing information 
text—the essence of comprehension instruction; 
this scaffolding also assures success in grappling 
with complex information text, giving students 
support for increasing self-effi cacy in reading 
these texts). 

 Next, the teacher gives students the choice of 
showing their understanding about “special fea-
tures of wetland plants” by either writing a sum-
mary or drawing and labeling a diagram (choice 
of knowledge expression is autonomy support-

ive). Pairs of students select an option for self-
expression and complete the task, entering it in 
their portfolio. 

 Teacher closes the lesson by asking, “What 
choices did you have today and how did they help 
you?” (In this 5-minute refl ection, the students’ 
awareness of autonomy support enhances their 
perception that the instruction affi rms their moti-
vational development as well as their acquisition 
of cognitive expertise in reading.) 

 Guthrie, Hoa, et al.  (  2007  )  performed a meta-
analysis of CORI’s effects across 11 experiments 
with 75 effect sizes. CORI was found to surpass 
comparison treatments in increasing students’ 
competence according to standardized tests of 
reading comprehension (ES = .90), 2-day reading 
and writing tasks (ES = .93), passage comprehen-
sion (ES = .73), and reading fl uency (ES = .59), as 
well as word recognition (ES = .75). CORI also 
fostered students’ self-reported reading motiva-
tion (ES = 1.2) and teacher-reported students’ 
engagement in reading (ES = 1.0), as well as 
amount of reading (ES = .49). This confi rms that 
an integrated cluster of motivational practices 
over extended time can increase students’ perfor-
mance on educationally signifi cant measures of 
reading comprehension. The bulk of the evidence 
shows that CORI impacted reading comprehen-
sion outcomes, although the one study that exam-
ined the issue also showed that this instructional 
effect was mediated by behavioral engagement 
(Wigfi eld et al.,  2008 ; see further discussion 
below). Furthermore, these effects were con-
fi rmed by investigators who showed that an inter-
vention that added motivational supports to 
instruction in self-regulation increased students’ 
self-regulated reading more effectively than 
instruction that did not include motivational prac-
tices (Souvignier & Mokhlesgerami,  2006  ) . 

 A burgeoning literature exists documenting 
the effect of perceived emotional support from 
teachers on students’ academic performance 
(Wentzel,  2009  ) . The outcomes of these studies 
are often grades rather than test scores, which 
may refl ect students’ motivational and social attri-
butes in addition to their reading competence. In 
these studies, teacher support refers to students’ 
relationships with teachers that enable them to 
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perceive the goals of teaching clearly, belief that 
their teachers will help them attain the goals effi -
ciently, and that the students are in a safe and 
trusting environment. The fi ndings range from 
grade 1 (Hamre & Pianta,  2005 ; Perry, Donohue, 
& Weinstein,  2007  )  to college classrooms (Filaka 
& Sheldon,  2008  ) . For example, teacher support 
was found to increase competence in reading 
words and passages in the middle of fi rst grade 
for students placed at risk due to low maternal 
education. The instructional effect of motivation 
practices was stronger than the effect of excellent 
pedagogy in word recognition for at-risk students 
(consisting of direct instruction in phonological 
knowledge and letter sound correspondences) 
(Hamre & Pianta,  2005 ). 

 One dominant construct in the teacher support 
literature is teacher caring, which correlates posi-
tively with academic achievement in reading and 
English courses (Wentzel,  2009  ) . However, the 
specifi c ways in which teachers express caring 
for students have been little studied. It also is 
unclear how teacher caring relates to some of the 
other practices discussed earlier, such as helping 
students to see the relevance of instruction, make 
meaningful choices during learning, interact with 
classmates for academic purposes, enjoy the 
acquisition of expertise, and learn in meaningful, 
coherent themes; this remains an important topic 
for future research.  

   Indirect Effects of Classroom Practices 
on Students’ Reading Competence 

 A few of the studies documenting the effects of 
classroom motivation practices on reading com-
petence have attempted to quantify the mediation 
of these effects by students’ motivations or behav-
ioral engagements. As previously stated, we are 
proposing that under a majority of conditions, 
classroom practices and conditions that support 
student motivation in the classroom context are 
most likely to impact students’ reading compe-
tence by virtue of their effects on students’ moti-
vations, which are then expected to increase 
behavioral engagement in reading, which is 
the proximal variable that infl uences cognitive 

competence in reading. The Jang  (  2008  )  study 
that we have discussed in this chapter documents 
this double mediation. All three pathways (D, E, 
and F) were tested in the study, illustrating that 
classroom practices impacted motivations, which 
increased behavioral engagements, which infl u-
enced reading competence. Jang found that col-
lege students who were given a rationale 
emphasizing the value of reading an uninterest-
ing statistics text passage perceived the text as 
more important than did students not given the 
rationale; Jang stated that the students who 
received the value rationale increased in their 
identifi ed regulation. Students whose perceived 
importance/identifi ed regulation increased also 
showed enhanced behavioral engagement. 
According to the reports of external raters who 
observed students during their reading and learn-
ing, behaviorally engaged students were atten-
tive, on task, effortful, and persistent in the face 
of challenges. Behaviorally disengaged students 
tended to be off task, passive, and give up quickly 
on the reading activity. In addition, highly behav-
iorally engaged students gained deeper concep-
tual understanding than less behaviorally engaged 
students, although behavioral engagement did 
not infl uence students’ learning of minor facts. 
This confi rms the proposition that the classroom 
practice of affording students a value rationale 
for learning increased students’ perceived impor-
tance/identifi ed regulation, which in turn 
increased their behavioral engagement during the 
reading activity, which enhanced their perfor-
mance on the conceptual learning aspect of a 
reading test on this text. It should be noted that 
intrinsic motivation was not a mediator in this 
study. Although the effect of the value rationale 
on reading comprehension was mediated by stu-
dents’ values (identifi ed regulation), it was not 
signifi cantly mediated by students’ intrinsic moti-
vation (interest regulation). Thus, for the ecologi-
cally valid task of reading an uninteresting text, 
the mediating motivation was perceived impor-
tance, but not intrinsic motivation (reading inter-
esting material), which is frequently shown to be 
a contributor to reading achievement. 

 Other investigators have shown that the impact 
of motivational practices on students’ reading 
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competencies is mediated by students’ behavioral 
engagement in actual classroom contexts. 
Wigfi eld et al.  (  2008  )  reported that the effects of 
CORI on fourth-grade students’ reading compre-
hension were mediated by students’ behavioral 
engagement in reading. In this investigation, stu-
dents receiving CORI showed higher reading 
comprehension outcomes than students in con-
trol classrooms, but the effect of instructional 
conditions was fully mediated by the extensive-
ness of their behavioral engagement in reading 
activities. 

 The effects of intrinsic goal framing on con-
ceptual learning described previously have occa-
sionally been examined for their mediational 
processes. In Vansteenkiste et al.’s  (  2005  )  study, 
the effect of the autonomy-supportive communi-
cation style given by the experimenters during 
the study was mediated by students’ autonomous 
motivation, which referred to their value and 
interest in the task. In this study, young adoles-
cents who were obese were given a text on food 
nutrition and health. In one case, the material was 
presented sympathetically from the students’ per-
spective and explained how students who under-
stood it could improve their health and comfort. 
The control experimental condition presented the 
material didactically as a task they should attempt 
to master. Students who received the autonomy-
supportive communications valued the reading 
activity more highly and gained conceptual 
knowledge (although not rote information) from 
it more fully. The motivational practice impacted 
students’ understanding of major concepts, but 
not minor material in the texts, which shows that 
not all learning, but primarily high-level concep-
tual learning, was facilitated by motivational 
practices. 

 Examples of single mediation are also pro-
vided in practical classroom learning environ-
ments. For example, in Hamre and Pianta’s 
 (  2005  )  study of reading instruction in kindergar-
ten, global classroom quality was assessed in 
terms of teachers’ provision of effective instruc-
tion while building warm emotional connections 
with students, which includes support for stu-
dents’ self-regulation, a balance of activities for 
children’s diverse skill levels, and sensitivity to 

students’ interests. Classrooms with high global 
quality induced high levels of behavioral engage-
ment, which consisted of attending to tasks, com-
pleting reading activities, following rules, 
persisting in the face of diffi culty, and exercising 
control. Students with high behavioral engage-
ment showed more gain in reading competencies 
than students with lower behavioral engagement 
and lower global quality of instruction (Ponitz, 
Rimm-Kaufman, Grimm, & Curby,  2009  ) . At the 
other end of the educational continuum, in a col-
lege journalism course, students reported varying 
levels of perceived autonomy support from their 
laboratory instructor. They also reported intrinsic 
motivation for learning in the course. In this situ-
ation, the effect of autonomy-supportive instruc-
tion on students’ grades was mediated by their 
intrinsic motivation for learning in the course 
(Filaka & Sheldon,  2008  ) . These examples illus-
trate that the mediating processes of behavioral 
engagement and motivation are suffi ciently 
prominent to be measured in research and to be 
functional in infl uencing students’ grades and 
tested achievement in classrooms.  

   Limitations and Next Steps 

 The work reviewed in this chapter clearly docu-
ments how classroom practices and conditions 
impact student motivation, engagement, and 
competence. Equally, if not more important, there 
now is clear evidence that students’ motivation 
and engagement mediate the effects of classroom 
practices on student achievement outcomes. That 
is, the impact of classroom practices on student 
outcomes depends upon the level of student 
engagement in classroom activities. 

 Although we have learned much about the 
linkages between classroom practices, motiva-
tion, engagement, and outcome as presented in 
Fig.  29.1 , there are several limitations in this lit-
erature which should be noted. First, the large 
majority of studies of mediation entail structural 
equation modeling. In the absence of experimen-
tal designs, the inferences to causality are 
extremely limited. Although mediated effects are 
often assumed to have a causal direction, the 
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direction of causality cannot be inferred confi -
dently any more easily than it can be with a zero 
order correlation. Specifi cally, mediation is a 
procedure to characterize overlapping variances, 
but it does not yield strong inferences about 
causal relationships. Experiments of the kind 
conducted by Vansteenkiste et al.  (  2004  )  should 
be extended. Instructional supports such as rele-
vance, choice, student-centeredness, and teach-
ers’ emotional support have very rarely been 
investigated with experimental designs, and thus, 
their causal characteristics remain unknown. 
Second, minority students are rarely disaggre-
gated within these studies or serve as the target 
populations for investigations. Consequently, our 
knowledge base about African American and 
Hispanic students is not established, and it cannot 
be assumed to be identical to the knowledge base 
for European Americans. The exception is that 
Asian students, including Taiwanese, Hong 
Kong, Chinese, and Korean populations have 
been investigated from the viewpoint of effects 
of classroom practices on motivational outcomes 
(Jang, Reeve, Ryan, & Kim,  2009 ; Lau,  2009 ; 
Shih,  2008 ; Zhou et al.,  2009  ) . 

 Third, students who are low achieving in read-
ing have not been the focus of a suffi cient num-
ber of investigations. For example, it is unknown 
whether the effects of behavioral engagement on 
reading competence are higher, lower, or the 
same for low-achieving readers in comparison to 
average- or high-achieving readers. As noted by 
Quirk and Schwanenfl ugel  (  2004  ) , most reading 
programs for low achievers are strongly cogni-
tive and tend to neglect motivational practices, 
although researchers would agree that explicitly 
supporting self-effi cacy would be valuable for 
this population. 

 Fourth, motivation for reading electronic text 
should be studied. Although students are intrinsi-
cally motivated by interacting with electronic 
media, relatively few studies have been con-
ducted that examine how students’ motivation 
and competence are impacted by reading digital 
text (see Mills,  2010 , for review of this work). As 
Jang ( 2008 ) found, interest was not associated 
with learning from uninteresting text, and it is 
possible that interest regulation is not associated 

with learning from highly interesting electronic 
media due to its relatively high interest level. 
Because electronic text is nearly universal in 
schools, homes, and students’ backpacks, it seems 
warranted examining whether motivation, behav-
ioral engagement, and competence in the domain 
of electronic text interaction is subject to the 
same principles as traditional interaction with 
printed text. It is conceivable that electronic text 
is highly motivating due to the autonomy, effi -
cacy, and apparent value it affords the student. If 
so, academic learning may be accelerated through 
instructional use of this medium, and properties 
of the medium may have motivational impacts on 
motivation, learning, and achievement.       
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  Abstract 

 Models of both self-regulated learning and student engagement have been 
used to help understand why some students are successful in school while 
others are not. The goal of this chapter is to provide greater insight into the 
relations between these two theoretical frameworks. The fi rst section pres-
ents a basic model of self-regulated learning, outlining the primary phases 
and areas involved in that process. The next section discusses key similari-
ties and differences between aspects of self-regulated learning and fea-
tures of student engagement, drawing on both theoretical suggestions and 
empirical research. The fi nal section offers ideas and avenues for addi-
tional research that would serve to better link self-regulated learning and 
student engagement.    

 Self-regulated learning and student engagement 
both represent research and theoretical frame-
works used to understand students’ functioning 
and performance with regard to academic con-
texts. Models of self-regulation, broadly speak-
ing, have been developed with regard to a variety 
of domains to understand how individuals take an 
active, purposeful, and refl ective role in their own 
functioning (Baumeister & Vohs,  2004 ; Boekaerts, 
Pintrich, & Zeidner,  2000  ) . For instance, models 
exist to understand individuals’ self-management 
of chronic illness, smoking, exercise, eating, 
shopping, and other noneducational processes 

(Baumeister & Vohs,  2004 ; Boekaerts et al., 
 2000  ) . The subset of these models developed to 
understand and explain individuals’ active man-
agement of their own motivational, behavioral, 
and cognitive functioning within academic set-
tings use the term self-regulated learning. Even 
within this more narrowly defi ned domain, mod-
els of self-regulated learning have emerged from 
a diverse set of theoretical roots that incorporate 
research investigating cognitive and social devel-
opment, metacognition, volition, and motivation 
(Zimmerman & Schunk,  2001  ) . Across most 
models, self-regulated learning can be viewed as 
an active, constructive process through which 
learners set goals for their learning and then work 
to monitor, regulate, and control their cognition, 
motivation, and behavior in order to accomplish 
those goals (Pintrich,  2004 ; Wolters, Pintrich, & 
Karabenick,  2005  ) . 
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 The history of research on student engagement 
is populated mostly by school psychologists ini-
tially focused on understanding behavioral indica-
tors of students’ participation in academic settings 
(Jimerson, Campos, & Greif,  2003  ) . Broadly 
defi ned, student engagement was viewed as a 
person’s active participation in school-related 
endeavors and as “energy in action” (Russell, 
Ainley, & Frydenberg,  2005 , p. 1). Over the past 
few decades, the concept of engagement has been 
expanded to incorporate the involvement produced 
by emotional and cognitive processes as well 
(Fredricks, Blumenfeld, & Paris,  2004  ) . Hence, 
student engagement is now viewed by most 
researchers as a multidimensional construct that 
refl ects both observable, external factors as well as 
less observable, internal factors (Appleton, 
Christenson, & Furlong,  2008 ; Fredricks et al., 
 2004 ; Reschly, Huebner, Appleton, & Antaramian, 
 2008 ; Skinner, Kinderman, & Furrer,  2009  ) . The 
particular way in which these factors are divided 
varies across particular models. For instance, some 
models break down these facets further into aca-
demic and/or behavioral (observable, external) 
subtypes and cognitive and/or affective/psycho-
logical (less observable, internal) subtypes 
(Appleton, Christenson, Kim, & Reschly,  2006 ; 
Fredricks et al.,  2004 ; Jimerson et al.,  2003  ) . In the 
present discussion, we follow the structure pre-
sented by Fredricks et al. and differentiate between 
behavioral, emotional, and cognitive engagement. 

 An initial consideration reveals a number of 
similarities between these two broad conceptual 
frameworks (i.e., self-regulated learning, student 
engagement). One, the research on both self-reg-
ulated learning and student engagement includes 
a variety of models that share key assumptions 
but also show variability. For instance, there are 
prominent models of self-regulated learning that 
have been spearheaded by Pintrich  (  2004 ; 
Pintrich & Zusho,  2002 ; Wolters et al.,  2005  ) , 
Winne (Winne & Hadwin,  1998,   2008  ) , and 
Zimmerman  (  2000  ) . Similarly, related but dis-
tinct models of student engagement have been 
proposed by Finn  (  1989  ) , Skinner (Skinner & 
Belmont,  1993  ) , Christenson (Christenson et al., 
 2008  ) , and others (Fredricks et al.,  2004  ) . Two, 
self-regulated learning and student engagement 

are both conceptualized as multidimensional 
because they bring together distinct facets or sub-
processes of students’ academic functioning into 
a more global model. For example, prominent 
models of self-regulated learning and student 
engagement both attempt to account for behav-
ioral, cognitive, and emotional processes. Third, 
both self-regulated learning and student engage-
ment have been viewed as mediating processes 
that provide a bridge between contextual and per-
sonal factors on one side and students’ academic 
performance or achievement on the other 
(Appleton et al.,  2006 ; Christenson et al.,  2008 ; 
Fredricks et al.,  2004 ; Pintrich,  2004  ) . Hence, 
student engagement and self-regulated learning 
both have been used to differentiate between 
more and less effective learners or to explain why 
some students are more successful in school. 

 Perhaps even more telling than these general 
similarities, defi nitions of self-regulated learning 
and student engagement often invoke terminol-
ogy or concepts that are central to the other. For 
instance, self-regulated learners are commonly 
described as students who are actively engaged 
in their own learning (Wolters,  2003a ; 
Zimmerman,  2002  ) . At the same time, recent 
theoretical descriptions identify self-regulation 
as one component or facet of student engagement 
(Fredricks et al.,  2004  ) . That is, self-regulation or 
the active use of self-regulation strategies is por-
trayed as a key feature of what it means for stu-
dents to exhibit engagement in school contexts. 
In sum, these many similarities suggest that self-
regulated learning and student engagement 
should be theoretically and practically linked. 

 The purpose of this chapter is to advance a 
deeper understanding of the relations between 
these two theoretical frameworks or areas of 
research by evaluating their conceptual similari-
ties and differences. To accomplish this goal, the 
remainder of the chapter is divided into three 
major sections. In the initial section, we briefl y 
present a basic model of self-regulated learning. 
Next, we discuss similarities and differences 
between this view of self-regulated learning and 
key features of how student engagement is con-
ceptualized. Finally, in the last section, we pro-
vide some concluding remarks and map out a few 
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directions for future research that would serve to 
better link self-regulated learning and student 
engagement. 

   Self   -regulated Learning 

 We review the main components or facets of self-
regulated learning using a model emerging pri-
marily from the work of Pintrich and his 
colleagues (Pintrich,  2004 ; Pintrich & De Groot, 
 1990 ; Pintrich, Wolters, & Baxter,  2000 ; Pintrich 
& Zusho,  2002 ; Wolters,  2003a ; Wolters et al., 
 2005  ) . According to this model, self-regulated 
learning is characterized as involving four inter-
dependent phases (see Table  30.1 ). In other 
models, similar dimensions have been labeled as 
stages, operations, subprocesses, classes, or com-
ponents of self-regulated learning (Greene & 
Azevedo,  2007 ; Winne & Hadwin,  2008 ; 
Zimmerman,  2000  ) .  

   Phases of Self-regulated Learning 

 One phase, often labeled forethought or planning 
(Pintrich,  2004 ; Zimmerman,  2000  ) , refl ects stu-
dents’ planning, prior knowledge activation, and 
other processes that frequently occur before for-
mally initiating participation in a task. Setting 
goals, a core feature of all models of self-regulated 
learning, is one central process within this phase. 
As well, this phase is key to motivation because it 
includes the activation of students’ initial atti-
tudes and beliefs regarding the perceived impor-
tance or usefulness of the material to be learned 
and the interestingness of the activity. Similarly, 
Zimmerman  (  1989  )  stressed that this initial phase 
includes students’ activation of their perceived 
self-effi cacy or confi dence in their ability to suc-
cessfully reach a goal or complete a learning task 
at some given level of profi ciency. Consistent 
with Winne and Hadwin  (  1998  ) , Pintrich  (  2004  )  
proposed that students initially defi ne the task by 
producing perceptions about what the task entails 
and what limitations and resources are currently 
available. Once students generate these ideas, 
they set goals and create a plan to carry out the 

task. Cognitively, this phase would refl ect stu-
dents’ efforts to consider what they already know 
about the topic or subject area, what they know 
about how to learn the type of material, and what 
particular learning strategies should be used to 
complete the task. 

 A second phase, called monitoring by Pintrich 
 (  2004 ; Pintrich et al.,  2000  ) , describes students’ 
efforts to keep track or be aware of their ongoing 
progress and performance at a task or learning 
activity. Zimmerman  (  2000  )  included self-obser-
vation or students’ tracking of their performance, 
the conditions of the task, and the products of 
their efforts. Winne and Hadwin  (  1998  )  described 
metacognitive monitoring that occurs during 
enactment of the task. As stressed by Butler and 
Winne  (  1995  )  an important by-product of this 
process is different forms of feedback including 
rate of progress toward the goal, effectiveness of 
particular strategies, and personal abilities or 
skills. The generation of these various forms of 
feedback provides the information or products 
needed by other processes within self-regulated 
learning. Monitoring also allows students to gen-
erate evaluations such as the task is too diffi cult 
or that they may not have the ability to accom-
plish their goals. 

 In addition to monitoring, a third phase or sub-
process that often occurs while students partici-
pate in tasks is labeled control, management, or 
just regulation (Greene & Azevedo,  2007 ; Winne 
& Hadwin,  2008 ; Zimmerman,  2000  ) . This pro-
cess refl ects what Zimmerman and others have 
identifi ed as simply performance, enactment, or 
completion of the task. Most centrally, this phase 
involves students’ actual use and management of 
the various learning strategies and tactics intended 
to reach the goals that have been established 
(Pintrich et al.,  2000 ; Winne & Hadwin,  1998 ; 
Zimmerman,  2000  ) . It refl ects learners’ efforts to 
actively manage, modify, or change what they are 
doing in order to maintain their effectiveness or 
progress toward their goals. Zimmerman 
explained how students demonstrate self-control 
by utilizing the specifi c methods or strategies 
they chose during the initial phase. Similarly, 
Corno  (  2001  )  emphasized the role that volition 
plays in completing a task. Once students have 
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decided to undertake a learning activity, voli-
tional processes are used to protect those inten-
tions from distractions or possible temptations 
that would thwart efforts to complete the task. 

 The fourth phase proposed in this model, 
termed reaction or refl ection, includes students’ 
efforts to review and respond to the information 
produced through monitoring and feedback and 
to their experiences with a task more generally. 
One core aspect of this phase is the generation of 
new metalevel knowledge about the tasks, strate-
gies, or self. For instance, Winne and Hadwin 
 (  1998  )  argued that it is through this process that 
students obtain object-level information used to 
adapt their approach to task engagement in order 
to reduce discrepancies between actual perfor-
mance and ideal standards found during monitor-
ing. In line with this idea, Zimmerman  (  2000  )  
stated that students self-evaluate their current per-
formance with some preset standard or goal and 
produce self-judgments about that performance 
during this phase of self-regulated learning. 

 As a general rule, theorists do not view these 
different phases as a strict time-ordered sequence 
or as causally connected in a linear fashion 
(Pintrich,  2004 ; Winne & Hadwin,  2008 ; 
Zimmerman,  2000  ) . Rather, the phases simply 
provide a structure and emphasize that self-regu-
lated learning is dependent on students’ active 
engagement before, during, and after the comple-
tion of academic tasks. Self-regulated learners 
are expected to engage or re-engage in the pro-
cesses endemic to particular phases at any time in 
a cyclic, fl exible, and adaptive fashion so that 
they can effi ciently and successfully complete 
their academic work. For example, a student 
might fi rst set goals for a paper that is due in a few 
weeks. As the student begins to research and write, 
he monitors his progress and begins to realize that 
his initial plans for completing the paper need to 
be altered, so he sets new goals. Also, he wonders 
if outlining the paper as he continues would be 
benefi cial, so he uses that strategy. He again mon-
itors his progress and acknowledges that this 
method is useful for accomplishing his goals. 
After completing the paper, this student recog-
nizes the advantages of tactics he used and 
resolves to utilize them again in the future.  

   Areas of Self-regulated Learning 

 As illustrated in Table  30.1 , these subprocesses 
represented in these phases are used by students 
to manage their own academic functioning with 
regard to at least four areas of learning (Pintrich, 
 2004 ; Wolters et al.,  2005  ) . Put differently, these 
four areas represent different dimensions of aca-
demic learning that can be the target of regulation 
by the learner. One dimension, cognition, con-
cerns the various mental processes individuals 
use to encode, process, or learn while partici-
pating in academic tasks (Pintrich,  2004 ). Most 
typically, this area has included students’ use of 
cognitive and metacognitive learning strategies. 
For example, students monitor and control their 
use of rehearsal, organization, elaboration, or 
other information-processing strategies needed to 
learn new material or skills. Researchers from an 
information-processing perspective have stressed 
the signifi cance of this cognitive dimension 
(Winne & Hadwin,  1998  ) . For instance, informa-
tion in long-term memory may be retrieved for 
use in working memory, different knowledge, 
ideas, or beliefs may be restructured in a manner 
that is benefi cial for the task, or information rep-
resented in one form (e.g., an image) may be con-
verted into another form (e.g., words). Although 
less often studied, this area would also include 
students’ engagement in critical thinking, problem 
solving, or other forms of higher-order reasoning. 
Students can, that is, set goals and monitor, regu-
late, and refl ect on their use of problem-solving 
strategies and efforts at critical thinking. 

 Motivation refers both to the process through 
which goal-directed behavior is instigated and 
sustained (Schunk, Pintrich, & Meece,  2008  )  as 
well as an individual’s willingness to engage in 
and persist at academic tasks (Wolters,  2003a  ) . 
As such, motivation represents a second dimen-
sion of learning that individuals can self-regulate 
(Boekaerts,  1996 ; Pintrich,  2004 ; Wolters, 
 2003a  ) . In other words, their own level of moti-
vation or motivational processing represents an 
important target for students who are working to 
manage their own learning. Motivational pro-
cesses or beliefs tend to promote intentions to 
complete a task or to learn new information 
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(Corno,  2001  ) . Students can establish goals or 
form expectations about the level of motivation 
they anticipate in a task, they can maintain an 
awareness of how motivated (or unmotivated) 
they are feeling, and they can work to control 
their level of motivation for completing a task. 
Prior work has identifi ed several kinds of strate-
gies that students use to sustain or improve their 
own motivation. These strategies include self-
provided rewards, self-talk about the importance 
or usefulness of material, and making learning 
activities into a game so they are more enjoyable 
(Sansone & Thoman,  2006 ; Wolters,  2003a  ) . 
Although some models of self-regulation have 
stressed emotional processing more exclusively 
(e.g., Carver & Scheier,  2000  ) , affective pro-
cesses often have been grouped together with 
motivation within this one area (e.g., Pintrich). In 
either case, models of self-regulated learning 
commonly assume that students can manage their 
emotional processes as another important dimen-
sion of their academic functioning (Corno,  1993 ; 
Schutz & Davis,  2000  ) . 

 According to this model, a third area that stu-
dents can self-regulate is their overt behaviors, 
actual participation, conduct, or other physical 
actions necessary for the completion of learning 
tasks. Time management strategies that students 
use to organize and control where and when they 
study fi t into this area. Pintrich  (  2004  )  also indi-
cated that part of time management includes stu-
dents’ decisions about how they will apportion 
their efforts to complete the task. The observation 
of one’s own behavior is also consistent with 
Zimmerman’s  (  2000  )  model of self-regulated 
learning. 

 A fourth dimension of learning that is a poten-
tial target of students’ regulation is the context or 
environment (Pintrich,  2004  ) . This area includes 
facets of the immediate task, classroom, or even 
cultural environment that students can monitor 
and manage. Students, for instance, might set 
goals and monitor and control the lighting, tem-
perature, and noise level in their study environ-
ment. In line with this view, Corno  (  2001  )  
explained that environmental control includes 
both changes made to task circumstances and 
changes made toward the actions of other people 

who could be involved with the task. As an exam-
ple, help-seeking strategies in which students 
manage their learning by effectively utilizing 
teachers, parents, peers, or others within the 
social environment fi t within this dimension 
(Newman,  1998  ) . After a study session, students 
can refl ect on whether a particular environment is 
conducive to learning or form expectations about 
the advantages and disadvantages of trying to do 
work within a particular context or in collabora-
tion with specifi c people. 

 Although it is possible to distinguish among 
them conceptually, these four dimensions over-
lap and intertwine with one another in practice 
(Pintrich,  2004  ) . Self-regulating the functioning 
associated with one area (e.g., motivation) may 
also involve changes in the functioning within 
the other areas (e.g., cognition, behavior). As an 
example, students may set a particular goal (e.g., 
go to the library to study for 2 h in the afternoon 
with classmates) based on the implications it has 
for their cognition (e.g., additional resources at 
hand if needed), motivation (e.g., studying with 
friends is more enjoyable), behavior (e.g., study-
ing in the afternoon frees up time in the evening), 
and context (e.g., can get help from friends). 
Hence, students’ overall efforts to plan and con-
trol where, when, and how they complete aca-
demic tasks likely involve consideration of all 
four of these different areas.   

   Comparing Self-regulated Learning 
and Student Engagement 

 In this section, we evaluate relations between self-
regulated learning and student engagement. This 
discussion is based most directly on the model of 
self-regulation described above and a view of stu-
dent engagement consistent with Fredricks et al. 
 (  2004  ) . However, additional perspectives from 
both frameworks are also included when relevant. 
Initially, several conceptual similarities between 
the two areas of research with regard to cognitive, 
emotional, and behavioral functioning are dis-
cussed. These similarities indicate that, as a whole, 
models of self-regulated learning and student 
engagement appear consistent with one another 
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with regard to the characteristics and forms of 
academic functioning attributed to highly effec-
tive students. Next, points on which the two 
frameworks differ or appear more incongruous 
with one another are considered. 

   Similarities 

 The extent of conceptual overlap between these 
two frameworks is perhaps most apparent when 
considering the area of cognition or cognitive 
engagement. One might easily argue that there is 
little practical difference between what research-
ers studying student engagement describe as 
high levels of cognitive engagement and what 
others identify as the cognitive aspects of self-
regulated learning. In line with the model of self-
regulated learning, one core element of student’s 
cognitive engagement is the increased use of 
cognitive strategies that promote the encoding 
and retention of the material to be learned 
(Appleton et al.,  2006 ; Fredricks et al.,  2004 ; 
Reschly et al.,  2008  ) . These strategies typically 
include efforts at rehearsal, elaboration, summa-
rization, organization, as well as more domain-
specifi c learning strategies (e.g., math algorithms, 
writing strategies). For instance, Blumenfeld, 
Kempler, and Krajcik  (  2006  )  defi ned cognitive 
engagement as including students’ willingness to 
expend effort to learn through utilizing cogni-
tive, metacognitive, and volitional strategies that 
enhance understanding. They further discussed 
that learning strategies can be classifi ed as either 
superfi cial or deep. Strategies involving mne-
monics and rehearsal refl ect more superfi cial 
cognitive engagement, whereas those for elabo-
ration and organization refl ect deeper-level 
thinking and engagement. In some cases, there is 
little empirical difference between how these 
processes are operationalized. For instance, as 
part of their measurement of cognitive engage-
ment in high school students, Greene, Miller, 
Crowson, Duke, and Akey  (  2004  )  included 
a self-report subscale of study strategy use that 
is substantially parallel to items used to mea-
sure cognitive aspects of self-regulated learning 
(Wolters,  2004  ) . 

 Also in line with the model of self-regulated 
learning, researchers have further characterized 
cognitive engagement as involving increased 
metacognitive awareness and use of metacogni-
tive control strategies (Appleton et al.,  2006 ; 
Fredricks et al.,  2004 ; Furlong & Christenson, 
 2008  ) . Strategies that refl ect planning, goal set-
ting, and monitoring, for instance, are staples of 
how theorists describe the metacognitive activi-
ties displayed by both self-regulated learners and 
students who are cognitively engaged (Blumenfeld 
et al.,  2006 ; Fredricks et al.,  2004 ; Pintrich, et al., 
 2000 ; Yazzie-Mintz,  2007  ) . Even when they are 
not clearly labeled as metacognitive, empirical 
measures of students’ cognitive engagement often 
include planning, monitoring, and other types of 
control strategies that do refl ect this type of pro-
cessing (Appleton et al.,  2006 ; Greene et al.,  2004 ; 
National Center for School Engagement,  2006  ) . 

 The conceptual consistency between these two 
frameworks is even more obvious when research-
ers examining cognitive engagement explicitly 
defi ne it as including students’ self-regulation or 
use of self-regulation strategies (Appleton et al., 
 2008 ; Furlong & Christenson,  2008 ; Kortering & 
Christenson,  2009  ) . As an example, Furlong and 
Christenson incorporated the idea that students 
self-regulate their performance as part of dis-
playing cognitive engagement. Other researchers 
have even more plainly stated that being a self-
regulated learner typifi es cognitive engagement 
(Fredricks et al.,  2004 ;    Sinclair, Christenson, 
Lehr, & Anderson,  2003  ) . Overall, both theoreti-
cal frameworks converge on the belief that more 
effi cient, more effective, and higher quality 
engagement follows when students utilize an 
array of cognitive strategies and have the meta-
cognitive knowledge and skills necessary to 
deploy and manage these strategies successfully. 

 A comparable level of conceptual agreement 
emerges when considering emotional and affec-
tive processes within academic contexts. Students 
viewed as self-regulated learners, generally, are 
thought to have more positive and fewer negative 
emotional experiences within academic settings 
(Linnenbrink & Pintrich,  2000 ; Schutz & Davis, 
 2000  ) . In particular, they tend to report a constel-
lation of emotional experiences with regard 
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 academics that includes increased enjoyment, 
pride, feelings of autonomy, and other positive 
emotions, and decreased instances of anxiety, 
shame, frustration, anger, or other negative emo-
tions (Pekrun, Goetz, Titz, & Perry,  2002  ) . 

 Consistent with this work, but to an even 
greater extent, researchers studying student 
engagement also portray students’ emotional and 
affective processing as an important dimension 
of their academic functioning. In particular, many 
prominent models identify emotional or affective 
processing as one major form of student engage-
ment (Finn,  1989 ; Fredricks et al.,  2004 ; Skinner 
et al.,  2009 ; Yazzie-Mintz,  2007  ) . Within these 
models and most similar to the research on self-
regulated learning, students’ emotional engage-
ment has been evidenced by their affective 
experiences in response to their schoolwork 
(Fredricks et al.,  2004 ). For instance, positive 
emotions such as interest, happiness, and excite-
ment have been studied as indicators of students’ 
emotional engagement (Connell & Wellborn,  1991 ; 
Skinner & Belmont,  1993  ) . In addition, emotional 
engagement has also been understood as a func-
tion of students’ relationship with their teacher, 
their sense of belonging, and their general identi-
fi cation with school (Finn,  1989 ; Fredricks et al., 
 2004 ; Goodenow,  1993 ; Stipek,  2002  ) . For 
instance, Finn described the emotional dimension 
of engagement as relating to identifi cation with 
the school and includes the concepts of belonging 
and valuing. The degree to which students are 
attached and committed to the school indicates 
their emotional involvement in the school. The 
more the students identify with the school, the 
stronger emotional engagement they exhibit. 
Yazzie-Mintz echoed this conceptualization of 
emotional engagement in what he called “engage-
ment of the heart” (p. 8). He described emotional 
engagement as students’ feelings of where they 
fi t in their school, how well the school functions, 
and their interactions with people in their school. 

 In addition to work examining more positive 
emotions, researchers examining self-regulated 
learning have also studied more negative emo-
tional experiences within academic contexts. 
Most notably, there is extensive work examining 
the importance of test anxiety as one maladaptive 

infl uence on students’ academic performance 
(Kondo,  1997 ; Schutz & Davis,  2000 ; Schutz, 
Davis, & Schwanenfl ugel,  2002  ) . In a similar 
way, research on student engagement has also 
explicitly examined the role of negative emotions 
including boredom, sadness, and anxiety. For 
instance, Yazzie-Mintz  (  2007  )  indicated that 
about two out of every three students in the high 
schools he studied felt bored every day in school 
and that the vast majority also reported that they 
did not like the school or the teachers. Within the 
Skinner et al.  (  2009  )  model of student engage-
ment, disengagement is important to conceptu-
alize as well. This model of engagement includes 
the concept of disaffection which encompasses 
lethargic emotions (e.g., boredom, tired), alien-
ated emotions (e.g., frustration, anger), and 
coerced participation. Within both frameworks, 
these negative forms of emotions are viewed as 
precursors to a host of maladaptive academic 
outcomes such as disaffection, withdrawal of 
effort, and lack of investment in school tasks. 

 Models of self-regulated learning and student 
engagement also share the view that overt 
behaviors represent an important facet of stu-
dents’ academic functioning that need to be 
understood and explained. Evidence that students 
are self-regulating their behavior is typically indi-
cated by examining their level of effort, persis-
tence, or time on task (Corno,  1993 ; Pintrich, 
 2004 ; Schunk & Zimmerman,  2003 ; Vrugt & 
Oort,  2008  ) . Individuals’ use of time management 
strategies to plan when and where they complete 
academic tasks also refl ects this facet of self-reg-
ulation (Housand & Reis,  2008 ; Kitsantas, 
Winsler, & Huie,  2008 ; Stoeger & Ziegler,  2008  ) . 

 In line with this perspective but elaborated to 
a greater degree, the behavioral aspect of student 
engagement includes three main ideas (Finn, 
 1989,   1993 ; Finn & Voelkl,  1993 ; Fredricks et al., 
 2004  ) . In some models, forms of behavioral 
involvement are termed academic rather than 
behavioral engagement (Appleton et al.,  2006 ; 
Furlong & Christenson,  2008  ) . Whereas behav-
ioral engagement refl ects students’ attendance, 
classroom participation, overt behavioral effort, 
and involvement in extracurricular activities, 
academic engagement refers more to time spent 
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on learning tasks, amount of assignments com-
pleted, and credits earned in school. One dimen-
sion of behavioral engagement is evidenced when 
students simply attend class each day, follow 
school rules, abide by classroom norms, and do 
not participate in troublesome behaviors. This 
facet refl ects aspects of behavior that have been 
described as universal in that they are expected of 
all students (Furlong, Whipple, St. Jean, Simental, 
& Punthuna,  2003  ) . 

 Most similar to the research in self-regulated 
learning, another aspect of behavioral engage-
ment consists of students being more involved in 
learning and academic tasks and displaying overt 
behaviors that refl ect effort, persistence, and 
adaptive help-seeking. This aspect of behavioral 
engagement involves behaviors that refl ect stu-
dents showing initiative in their learning, dis-
playing more enthusiasm, actively participating 
in classroom activities, and spending more time 
on their work (Finn & Rock,  1997  ) . Finally, 
behavioral engagement also includes students’ 
participation in behaviors that refl ect optional 
forms of involvement such as band, athletics, 
school governance, and other extracurricular 
interests (Furlong et al.,  2003  ) . This fi nal dimen-
sion suggests behavioral engagement that goes 
beyond what is expected of the typical student. 
Unlike this work on student engagement, few 
studies examining self-regulated learning have 
focused on explaining the broader educational 
behaviors such as enrollments, graduation, atten-
dance, or extracurricular activities. Research 
examining whether self-regulated learners evi-
denced increased participation in extracurricular 
activities or whether this participation can be 
seen as an outgrowth of their self-regulatory 
functioning is particularly scarce. The important 
role that involvement in these activities can play 
with regard to adolescents’ resilience to an array 
of risky behaviors suggests that this is a serious 
oversight (Feldman & Matjasko,  2005 ; Linver, 
Roth, & Brooks-Gunn,  2009  ) . 

 Indicators of students’ academic involvement 
within both frameworks also include more mal-
adaptive forms of behavior. Research on self-
regulated learning, for instance, has sought to 
understand procrastination, defensive pessimism, 

and other forms of self-handicapping as indicators 
of lapses in students’ self-regulation (Stoeger & 
Ziegler,  2008 ; Wolters,  2003b  ) . In line with this 
work, some research on student engagement has 
investigated students’ withdrawal of efforts in 
learning activities, such as merely pretending to 
work during class (Skinner et al.,  2009  ) . In gen-
eral, however, research concentrating on mal-
adaptive behaviors leading to disengagement has 
investigated more global behaviors such as lack of 
school attendance and conduct problems, 
(Appleton et al.,  2008 ; Finn & Rock,  1997 ; 
Skinner et al.,  2009  ) .  

   Differences 

 Despite these many consistencies, there also are 
points on which these two areas of research 
diverge and that counter the notion that models of 
self-regulated learning and student engagement 
can fi t together seamlessly. In the following dis-
cussion, we review three particular incongruities 
involving conceptualization and organization 
across the frameworks, the centrality of personal 
agency, and the reach of metalevel knowledge. 
Within this discussion, moreover, we highlight 
issues involving motivation. 

 Most basically, it is apparent when examining 
the components of each framework that there are 
incongruities with regard to the categorizations 
used to differentiate among certain concepts that 
are very similar. As well, there are some clear dif-
ferences in the particular constructs that have 
emerged and been examined most closely within 
each framework. As noted previously, for 
instance, there is differential treatment of con-
structs such as sense of belonging, identity, and 
help-seeking across these two areas of research. 
As well, there are clear differences in the atten-
tion given to behavioral forms of engagement 
such as course taking, graduation, and involve-
ment in extracurricular activities. Space limita-
tions prohibit any exhaustive review of all these 
differences. Instead, we focus our discussion on 
the differences that appear with regard to the 
understanding and categorization of motivation 
across the two frameworks. 
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 Unlike the history of research on student 
engagement, motivation has been included as an 
important part of what it means to be a self-regu-
lated learner from its inception. In an oft-quoted 
description, for instance, Zimmerman  (  1986  )  
characterized self-regulated learners as metacog-
nitively,  motivationally , and behaviorally active 
participants in their own learning (emphasis 
added). Other early descriptions also incorpo-
rated the importance of students’ motivation to 
the process of self-regulated learning (McCombs 
& Marzano,  1990 ; Paris & Oka,  1986 ; Pintrich & 
De Groot,  1990 ; Schunk,  1990  ) . Motivation has 
only more recently been included in explanations 
of the main components of student engagement 
(Appleton et al.,  2006 ; Fredricks et al,  2004 ; 
Jimerson et al.,  2003  ) . 

 Through its history, furthermore, the research 
on self-regulated learning has incorporated a wide 
variety of different motivational constructs. 
Perhaps most prominently, students’ beliefs con-
cerning their ability to successfully complete aca-
demic tasks have been highlighted as a central 
motivational construct within models of self-
regulated learning (Pintrich,  1999 ; Schunk,  1990 ; 
Zimmerman,  1989  ) . The importance of self-
effi cacy was presented by Bandura  (  1986,   1997  )  
as vital to cognitive and behavioral functioning 
and to self-regulation. Focusing more specifi cally 
on self-regulated learning, self-effi cacy has con-
tinued to be stressed by some of the most infl uen-
tial researchers in this area (Schunk & Ertmer, 
 2000 ; Zimmerman,  2000  ) . Achievement goal the-
ory has also been incorporated repeatedly into 
models of self-regulated learning (Fryer & Elliot, 
 2008 ; Pintrich,  1999 ; Wolters, Yu, & Pintrich, 
 1996  ) . As well, others have detailed the role of 
motivational constructs such as value, interest, 
and autonomy in the process of self-regulated 
learning (Hidi & Ainley,  2008 ; Reeve, Ryan, Deci, 
& Jang,  2008 ; Wigfi eld, Hoa, & Klauda,  2008  ) . 

 Within most of this research, motivation is 
conceptualized and considered distinct from 
other areas of functioning, especially cognition 
and metacognition but also behavior, context, 
and in some cases even emotion. At times, this 
differentiation of motivation from cognitive and 
metacognitive processing has extended to a point 
that motivation has been described more as a 

cause of self-regulation and not actually part of 
the process itself (Pintrich & De Groot,  1990  ) . 
Motivation was seen as providing the drive, 
energy, or force that instigated and sustained the 
processes necessary for self-regulation but was 
not necessarily inherent to the system itself. As 
well, some descriptions of self-regulated learning 
have focused more exclusively on highlighting 
the cognitive, metacognitive, or information-
processing aspects of the model (Winne,  2001  ) . 
More recently, however, motivation has consis-
tently been viewed as so deeply integrated and 
vital that it is considered part of the process of 
self-regulated learning and not separate from it 
(Pintrich,  2004 ; Winne & Hadwin,  2008 ; Wolters, 
 2003a  ) . From this latter point of view, being 
motivated and being a self-regulated learner are 
irreducibly linked in a larger system that explains 
students’ academic functioning. That is, motiva-
tional processes play a vital and ongoing role 
throughout the self-regulation of learning. 
Motivation is not simply a catalyst that ignites a 
process that then continues unabated and unten-
ded until a task is completed. 

 This distinction and relation between cognition 
and motivation is less well established within the 
research on student engagement. In this work, 
motivation is not often considered a separate form 
of involvement but is incorporated into what it 
means to be cognitively and emotionally engaged. 
For instance, according to Fredricks et al.  (  2004  ) , 
cognitive engagement is refl ected in those who 
value learning and exert efforts to understand or 
master certain knowledge or skills. Cognitively 
engaged students include those who espouse 
learning goals as opposed to performance goals, 
strive to understand material, master a task, and 
persist in challenging activities. Others have also 
described cognitive engagement as including 
concepts such as value of school in terms of 
future plans, goal setting, and sense of autonomy, 
(Appleton et al.,  2006 ; Reschly et al.,  2008  ) . At 
the same time, emotional engagement is also 
explained in a way that incorporates motivational 
concepts. Skinner et al.  (  2009  )  described engaged 
emotions as those that indicate energized emo-
tional states, like enthusiasm, enjoyment, and 
interest. Although this model includes interest as 
an engaged emotion, only the state of being “caught 
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and held” (p. 495) is used in the conceptualiza-
tion of emotional engagement, as opposed to 
including factors that catch and hold students’ 
interest. In sum, motivation is more intricately 
weaved into conceptualizations of what is viewed 
as cognitive and emotional engagement. 
Consistent with most contemporary models of 
achievement motivation (Schunk et al.,  2008  ) , 
views of self-regulated learning would more typi-
cally view these as forms of motivation and there-
fore conceptually distinct from cognition. 

 Less apparent, but perhaps more acute, another 
distinction between the research on self-regulated 
learning and student engagement is the centrality 
that is attributed to the agency of students. 
Characterizing it as a core aspect of his social 
cognitive theory, Bandura  (  2006  )  described 
agency as the ability of individuals to infl uence 
their own cognitive and behavioral functioning. 
This view of individuals as potentially infl uential 
in their own functioning stands in contrast to 
more deterministic views of behavioral and aca-
demic outcomes. At their core, models of self-
regulated learning adopt this assumption about 
human agency and focus on understanding stu-
dents’ academic engagement as a function of their 
own purposeful, planful, or goal-directed efforts 
(Greene & Azevedo,  2007 ; Winne & Hadwin, 
 2008 ; Zimmerman,  2000  ) . From this standpoint, 
students ultimately qualify as self-regulated 
learners only to the extent that their active engage-
ment in academic contexts is a function of agentic 
processes. Students coerced to fi nish worksheets 
using specifi c tactics rigidly dictated by a teacher 
may appear cognitively and behaviorally engaged 
but likely would not be considered self-regulated. 
Models of student engagement generally do rec-
ognize and incorporate this planfulness within the 
metacognitive aspects of cognitive engagement. 
However, models of self-regulated learning 
expand the ability to be purposeful beyond the 
cognitive domain into other areas, including 
motivation, context, and behavior. That is, mod-
els of self-regulated learning assume that students 
can be consciously aware and purposefully inter-
vene to improve and refl ect on their actions with 
regard to a wider set of processes. 

 The ability to set goals, monitor, refl ect upon, 
and manage one’s own motivation serves as a 

prime example of this distinction. Wolters  (  1998, 
  2003a,   2011  ) , for instance, described the strate-
gies that students use to actively and purposefully 
manage their motivational processing. In one 
study, college students were presented with 12 
different situations by crossing four types of aca-
demic situations and three motivational prob-
lems. Students were asked to consider each 
situation and identify what they might do to over-
come the motivational problem, provide effort, 
and complete the task. Analysis of their written 
responses revealed more than ten distinct types 
of strategies that students identifi ed as ways of 
sustaining or improving their level of motivation 
within the situations. These strategies included 
efforts to give themselves rewards, use self-talk, 
reduce distractions, and make the task into a 
game (Wolters,  1998  ) . Using a forced-choice 
survey based on the strategies found in this early 
study, additional work showing that some early 
adolescents have and use a variety of these moti-
vational strategies provides further support for 
the importance of this type of engagement 
(Wolters,  1999 ; Wolters & Rosenthal,  2000  ) . 

 Others have studied similar issues with regard 
to students’ emotional processes during academic 
tasks, especially during tests (Corno,  1993 ; Kondo, 
 1997 ; Schutz et al.,  2002  ) . In this work, it is pre-
sumed that students can set goals about the emo-
tions they want or expect to experience and can 
monitor whether they experience those emotions. 
As well, they can take steps to manipulate their 
affect and refl ect on their affective experience 
when a task is complete. For instance, students in 
a testing situation might monitor their emotional 
state and take steps to reduce feelings of anxiety, 
frustration, or anger (Schutz & Davis,  2000  ) . 
Finally, theoretical models of self-regulated 
learning propose that students also plan, monitor, 
control, and refl ect on different aspects of their 
behavior. As an example, students may employ 
organizational and other time management strate-
gies as a way to control their overt behaviors 
related to studying (Housand & Reis,  2008 ; 
Kitsantas et al.,  2008 ; Stoeger & Ziegler,  2008  ) . 

 In sum, models of self-regulated learning have 
highlighted the ability of students to assume a 
purposeful and agentic role across many different 
facets of their academic functioning. In contrast, 
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beyond the importance of metacognition, models 
of student engagement do not stress this type of 
agency when considering students’ academic 
functioning. Rather, these models focus on defi n-
ing engagement as a state or event based on what 
students are doing, feeling, or thinking and less 
on the underlying explanations for why they are 
doing it (Furlong & Christenson,  2008  ) . Put dif-
ferently, models of student engagement are not 
restricted by the assumption of agency or pur-
posefulness in students’ academic functioning. 
Instead, these models allow that students’ engage-
ment can result from a more diverse set of infl u-
ences that include contextual, social, family, and 
instructional factors. Models of self-regulated 
learning acknowledge these infl uences but tend 
to focus on how they play a role in fostering or 
hampering students’ efforts to manage their own 
learning. 

 A third closely related, but theoretically dis-
crete, disparity in these two frameworks is the 
signifi cance and reach attributed to various types 
of metalevel knowledge. Researchers from both 
traditions agree that students’ metalevel knowl-
edge regarding their cognitive functioning is 
critical. Metacognitive knowledge about the self, 
tasks, and strategies is one basis for students’ 
cognitive engagement and serves as a basis for 
effective self-regulation of cognitive functioning 
(Blumenfeld et al.,  2006 ; Winne & Hadwin, 
 1998  ) . Within both models, students who have 
greater awareness, understanding, and knowledge 
relevant to academic task are more likely to be 
engaged and effi cient learners. Descriptions of 
self-regulated learning, however, move beyond 
this assumption by incorporating metalevel 
knowledge associated with other areas of aca-
demic functioning (Boekaerts,  1996 ; Pintrich, 
 2004 ; Winne & Hadwin,  2008 ; Wolters,  2003a  ) . 
That is, self-regulated learners also are presumed 
to have metalevel knowledge that provides the 
foundation necessary for planning, monitoring, 
and regulating their emotional, behavioral, and 
motivational processing. 

 This more far-reaching emphasis on metalevel 
knowledge is well illustrated when considering 
motivation. For instance, Boekaerts  (  1996,   1997  )  
has described how students’ knowledge or 

domain-specifi c beliefs provide a foundation 
necessary for the regulation of motivation. In 
particular, she emphasized the term metamotiva-
tional to describe individuals’ knowledge or 
understanding of their own motivation and 
 motivational processing more generally. 
Metamotivational knowledge provides the aware-
ness necessary for students’ to plan, monitor, and 
manage their level of motivation within academic 
tasks. In line with this work, Wolters  (  2003a, 
  2011  )  also argued for the importance of this type 
of knowledge with regard to students’ regulation 
of their motivation. In his view, students need 
declarative, procedural, and conditional knowl-
edge about motivational strategies in order to use 
them effectively to sustain or improve motiva-
tion. Empirical evidence for the importance of 
this knowledge about motivation strategies 
comes from Cooper and Corpus  (  2009  ) . Using 
interviews based on short fi ctional scenarios, 
these researchers found that adults demonstrated 
more knowledge of the effectiveness of motiva-
tional strategies than older elementary students 
who, in turn, evidenced greater understanding 
than younger students. In contrast to this research 
based on models of self-regulated learning, 
researchers examining student engagement have 
not explicitly identifi ed these additional forms of 
metalevel knowledge as important or incorpo-
rated them into their models. Rather, students’ 
conscious awareness, understanding, or meta-
level knowledge regarding their functioning typ-
ically is restricted to considering metacognitive 
knowledge.   

   Concluding Remarks and Directions 
for Research 

 Overall, there is substantial overlap among 
researchers studying self-regulated learning and 
student engagement with regard to many of the 
characteristics that are viewed as central to stu-
dents being effective, effi cient, and high-per-
forming learners. These similarities suggest that 
students who are characterized as self-regulated 
learners will exhibit the types of cognitive activi-
ties, emotional experiences, and overt behaviors 
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that refl ect increased student engagement. One 
obvious conclusion, therefore, is that the research 
on self-regulated learning and student engage-
ment can, and should, be integrated to a greater 
extent. A more active integration of these two 
areas of research should benefi t each of them 
separately, as well as the broader goal of under-
standing and improving students’ functioning 
within academic contexts. 

 At the same time, there are some points on 
which these two theoretical frameworks show 
greater divergence. In many cases, however, 
these issues do not appear intractable but rather 
signify a need for greater conceptual integration 
and opportunities for research. Disparities in how 
particular constructs are labeled or the emphasis 
they are given within each framework refl ect this 
type of difference. It is worth noting, further-
more, that conformity in all areas is absent even 
with regard to models within each framework. 
For instance, some models of student engage-
ment make distinctions among three types of 
engagement, whereas others expand this to four 
types. As well, even the most prominent models 
show variation in the processes, skills, or abilities 
that are viewed as most central to self-regulated 
learning. In the end, it is likely that most concep-
tual discrepancies would not provide an insur-
mountable obstacle to the development of a more 
integrated model of self-regulated learning and 
student engagement. 

 One point that emerges when considering both 
the commonalities and differences across these 
two frameworks is the need for additional research 
that advances their integration. Here, we identify 
several recommendations that would both serve 
to integrate these two frameworks and advance 
the broader understanding of what makes students 
more effective, more effi cient learners within aca-
demic contexts. Based on our own background, 
we frame these ideas for research as ways to 
improve the work on self-regulated learning. 

 One recommendation is for additional research 
that documents students’ efforts to plan, monitor, 
and manage their participation in broader, larger 
grain, or longer term academic behaviors. Prior 
research demonstrates the importance of aca-
demic behaviors such as attending class and 

involvement in extracurricular activities (Finn & 
Rock,  1997 ; National Center for School 
Engagement,  2006  ) . Yet, there is little research 
examining how students might actively manage 
their engagement in these broader types of aca-
demic behaviors. For instance, to what extent do 
students purposefully plan their involvement in 
extracurricular activities in service of learning 
goals? This type of research is needed to comple-
ment the ongoing efforts to examine students’ 
self-regulated learning using relatively short-
term, computerized tasks or self-reported study 
behaviors. These latter efforts provide valuable 
insights into the cognitive and metacognitive 
processes important to self-regulated learning 
with regard to small grain size behaviors. Self-
regulation and engagement that plays out over 
more extended periods and involves all aspects 
of students’ functioning (e.g., cognitive, motiva-
tional, emotional, behavioral) is also needed. 

 A second and related recommendation for 
additional research emerging from this evaluation 
is the need to expand the work on self-regulated 
learning to better account for the additional types 
of engagement shown to be important. One spe-
cifi c need is for work that integrates emotional 
forms of engagement such as sense of belonging 
and identity more thoroughly. Interestingly, the 
research on development of the self or identity 
has received relatively little attention by research-
ers examining self-regulated learners. To be sure, 
some researchers have stressed the importance of 
better understanding these aspects of being a self-
regulated learner (McCombs,  1989 ; Paris, Byrnes, 
& Paris,  2001 ; Roeser & Peck,  2009  ) . As well, it 
is clear that self-related beliefs (e.g., self-concept, 
self-effi cacy) are central to all models of self-
regulated learning. Nonetheless, few empirical 
studies have examined specifi cally how individu-
als’ development of identity or self is connected to 
their ability to engage in self-regulated learning. 
Also, students’ sense of belonging or identifi ca-
tion with school is not well understood as either 
infl uences or outcomes of the self-regulated 
learning process. Yet, researchers have found that 
junior high school students who perceived greater 
interpersonal support and had a stronger sense of 
belonging reported higher motivation and were 
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more likely to show increased effort in school and 
to obtain higher grades (Goodenow,  1993 ; 
Goodenow & Grady,  1993  ) . Self-regulated learning 
processes such as planning, monitoring, and con-
trol could be instrumental as explanations for 
these relations. 

 Expanding the research examining how stu-
dents’ metalevel knowledge infl uences their 
engagement and self-regulated learning would 
also be fruitful. Past work has tended to focus on 
metacognitive knowledge about learning strate-
gies. Less well understood is students’ under-
standing, beliefs, or knowledge regarding other 
aspects of their learning. Questions remain about 
students’ metalevel knowledge about motivation, 
emotion, behavior, and contexts (Wolters,  2003a, 
  2011  ) . Assuming it is connected to students’ 
engagement and self-regulated learning, it would 
also be good to better understand how it is fos-
tered or supported by instructional practices. 

 Another recommendation arises from the dif-
ferent emphasis within these two frameworks on 
the purposefulness or planfulness of students’ 
engagement. Models of self-regulated learning, 
more so than those concerning student engage-
ment, have emphasized the importance of stu-
dents being goal-directed or purposeful in their 
actions. At the same time, there is reason to ques-
tion the extent to which students alone are really 
consciously responsible for controlling their own 
learning processes (Fitzsimons & Bargh,  2004 ; 
McCaslin & Hickey,  2001  ) . These questions sug-
gest that more research is needed to document 
better how often and under what conditions stu-
dents’ engagement in different learning processes 
can actually be considered as self-regulated. 

 As is always the case, the success of future 
research will depend on the availability of instru-
ments, designs, and procedures that allow for the 
reliable and valid assessment of all the relevant 
constructs. The research on self-regulated learning, 
however, has often struggled with how best to 
assess this complex, multifaceted process (Winne 
& Perry,  2000  ) . Moving forward, there is a con-
tinuing need for measures that better differentiate 
between the more event-like and more trait-like 
aspects of self-regulated learning. 

 A fi nal recommendation is for a more com-
plete treatment of context as an area that can be 
self-regulated. Pintrich  (  2000,   2004  )  has argued 
convincingly that students can and do work to 
manage different facets of their context in order 
to reach learning goals. Individuals’ efforts to 
structure or control their environment are a dis-
tinct part of volitional accounts of self-regulation 
(Corno,  1993,   2001  ) , and processes can also be 
found in other prominent models (Zimmerman, 
 2000  ) . Whether or how this type of self-regulation 
of the environment fi ts with models of student 
engagement is uncertain. Ultimately, work tar-
geting each of these issues will advance both 
theoretical frameworks and allow for a more 
robust and integrated understanding of students’ 
self-regulated learning and engagement.      
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  Abstract 

 A strong predictor of student achievement is the amount of time students 
are actively engaged in learning, or academic engaged time (AET). 
Sustained engagement, in turn, is infl uenced by the extent to which stu-
dents are motivated to invest time in learning. Despite the importance of 
AET, studies reveal that engagement (determined by motivation) may be 
as low as 45–50% in some classrooms. Beginning with a model developed 
by Carroll in 1963, several theoretical conceptualizations of school learn-
ing have emphasized the critical role of engaged time in determining stu-
dent achievement. Subsequently, empirical studies focusing on the 
relationship between time and learning have documented the role of the 
instructional context in explaining both student motivation (willingness to 
invest time in learning) and student engagement (actual involvement or 
participation in learning). In addition to discussing theory and research 
that implicate time in the teaching-learning process, this chapter describes 
three groupings of evidence-based practices that contribute to student 
engagement and motivation, including classroom management, instruc-
tional design, and student-mediated strategies.    

   Introduction    and Overview 

 Student engagement in learning contributes to 
overall achievement and, in itself, is an important 
outcome of schooling. Various conceptualiza-
tions of student engagement have appeared in the 
literature, ranging from broad perspectives that 

view engagement as a psychological process 
underlying students’ social and cognitive devel-
opment to more narrow conceptualizations that 
view engagement as a behavioral index of atten-
tion to learning tasks (Marks,  2000  ) . Notwith-
standing the signifi cant contributions to academic 
success made by students’ cognitive, affective, 
and social engagement in the schooling process, 
the specifi c focus in this chapter is on time-based 
indices of student engagement in learning. For 
purposes of this chapter, student engagement is 
conceptualized as direct, measurable involve-
ment or participation in learning activities. 
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 A strong predictor of academic achievement is 
the amount of time students are actively engaged 
in learning. The link between academic engaged 
time (AET) and learning is one of the most endur-
ing and consistent fi ndings in educational research 
(Gettinger & Ball,  2007  ) . Simply put, learning 
requires engagement or investment of time on the 
part of the learner. The greater the amount of time 
students are engaged in learning, the higher their 
achievement. Student motivation is distinct from, 
yet highly related to, student engagement. 
Specifi cally, engagement is determined, in large 
part, by the extent to which students are moti-
vated to participate in learning. In this chapter, 
student motivation is viewed as leading to stu-
dent engagement, with engagement being the 
point of entry for instruction. In other words, sus-
tained and continuous engagement in learning 
over time (determined by motivation) is the 
mechanism through which classroom instruction 
directly infl uences student outcomes. 

 Reliable approaches to assessing levels of 
engaged learning often rely on observable crite-
ria. Thus, the amount of observed time students 
are actively involved in learning serves as the 
index of student engagement in both descriptive 
and empirical research on time and learning 
(Adelman, Haslam, & Pringle,  1996  ) . To the 
extent that engagement is determined by motiva-
tion, the amount of time students choose to engage 
themselves in learning (i.e., under conditions of 
student choice or self-determined study time) has 
also been used as a time-based metric for stu-
dents’ motivation (Guthrie & Wigfi eld,  2000  ) . 

 Despite the importance of AET, descriptive 
studies reveal that (a) as little as half of each 
school day is typically devoted to academic 
instruction, (b) students are engaged in learning 
activities only 28–56% of the total time they 
spend in school during a given year, and (c) the 
level of students’ on-task behavior may be as 
low as 45% in some classrooms (Black,  2002 ; 
Fisher,  2009 ; Hollywood, Salisbury, Rainforth, 
& Palombaro,  1995 ; Rangel,  2007 ; Smith,  2000  ) . 
In response to growing national concerns about 
declining levels of achievement and engage-
ment among students, the National Education 
Commission on Time and Learning (NECTL) 

was established in 1991 to conduct a comprehen-
sive examination of time use in American schools. 
In 1994, the NECTL released its report, entitled 
 Prisoners of Time , which concluded, “it would be 
unreasonable to believe that…the quality…of 
American schools could be improved without 
substantial changes in the amount and use of time 
allowed for teachers and students to do their 
work” (p. 15). According to this report, despite 
longer school days, students in American schools 
spend less time engaged in academic instruction 
and learning than do students in other nations. In 
2005, the NECTL updated and reissued its report 
to reiterate the critical need for better use of 
instructional time in schools and to underscore 
the importance of academic engaged time for 
enhancing achievement among all learners. 

 The purpose of this chapter is to address class-
room strategies designed to enhance academic 
engaged time (AET). The chapter is predicated 
on the contention that AET is a useful variable for 
measuring instructional processes and that it 
plays a key role in contributing to student achieve-
ment. To examine the concept of AET, the chap-
ter begins with a historical review of theoretical 
models and research paradigms that place time as 
a central variable in school learning, in terms of 
both student engagement and motivation. Next, 
academic engaged time is defi ned. The compo-
nents of AET are explained, and factors that 
determine each AET component are delineated. 
Finally, research-supported practices for maxi-
mizing students’ AET are reviewed, with a focus 
classroom management practices, instructional 
approaches, and student-mediated strategies.  

   Historical Perspectives 

 Both theory and research on the association 
between time and learning affi rm that time spent 
in learning, a construct closely related to AET, is 
a crucial factor in infl uencing achievement. In one 
of the earliest reviews on the relationship between 
time and learning, Fredrick and Walberg  (  1980  )  
found that the correlation between time spent in 
learning and achievement ranged from .13 to .71, 
depending on how time was operationalized and 
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measured. Subsequent research on learning time 
during the 1980s and 1990s focused, fi rst, on the 
extent to which differences in achievement among 
learners can be explained by time spent in learning 
(e.g., Gettinger,  1985,   1989  )  and, second, on iden-
tifying instructional factors that maximize time 
spent in learning and, in turn, achievement (Wang, 
Haertel, & Walberg,  1993 ; Wyne & Stuck,  1982  ) . 
A review of prominent theories and research on 
school learning that stress the role of time in learn-
ing is provided below. 

   Theoretical Foundations for Academic 
Engaged Time 

 Interest in engaged learning time can be traced to 
several theories that implicated time in the learn-
ing process, beginning with John Carroll’s origi-
nal model of school learning  (  1963  ) . Collectively, 
multiple theoretical perspectives, described briefl y 
in the following paragraphs, provided the founda-
tion for later empirical and applied research focus-
ing on the construct of AET and its importance for 
school success. 

   Carroll’s Model of School Learning 
 One of the earliest and most infl uential models 
for school learning was proposed in 1963 by John 
Carroll  (  1963,   1984,   1989  ) . Carroll theorized 
about the functional relationship between time 
variables and measures of learning. The major 
premise of Carroll’s model was that school learn-
ing is a function of two time variables, the amount 
of time students spend in learning relative to the 
amount of time they actually need for learning. 
According to Carroll, students master instruc-
tional objectives to the extent that they are 
allowed and are willing to invest the time required 
to learn the content. Carroll’s model can be 
expressed as a simple mathematical equation: 
degree of learning =  f  [time spent/time needed] 
(Carroll,  1963  ) . Based on this equation, the 
degree to which a learner succeeds in learning a 
task is dependent on the amount of time she/he 
spends in relation to the amount of time she/
he needs. The closer individuals come to achiev-
ing equilibrium between the amount of time they 

require for learning and the amount of time they 
actually engage in learning, the higher their level 
of mastery. As such, the primary metric for both 
student motivation and student engagement in 
Carroll’s model was time. 

 Carroll identifi ed fi ve factors that infl uence 
either “time spent” or “time needed” in his model. 
Three factors determine time needed for learning: 
(a) student aptitude, (b) ability to understand 
instruction, and (c) quality of instruction. 
Specifi cally, the higher a learner’s aptitude for 
learning content and ability to comprehend 
instruction, the less time needed for learning. 
Conversely, poor quality of instruction increases 
the amount of time needed for learning beyond 
what would be necessary under optimal condi-
tions. Two factors affect time spent in learning: 
(a) time allocated for learning, or opportunity to 
learn, and (b) perseverance, or the amount of time 
the learner is willing to spend in learning, a vari-
able most closely related to student motivation. 
According to Carroll, the relationship between 
these latter two factors and student learning tends 
to be linear. Specifi cally, degree of learning is 
higher or lower to the extent that adequate learn-
ing time is provided. Moreover, learning will be 
incomplete if students are not motivated to spend 
the necessary amount of time for learning. Thus, 
in Carroll’s model, motivation leads to engage-
ment. The measure Carroll proposed for opportu-
nity to learn was the amount of time a teacher 
makes available for learning; the proposed mea-
sure for perseverance was engagement rate or per-
centage of allocated time during which students 
are actually on task. In the equation, allocated 
time is multiplied by engagement rate to produce 
the “time spent” numerator, or number of minutes 
that students are engaged in learning. In Carroll’s 
original model, there was signifi cant overlap 
between the constructs of student engagement 
and student motivation. Subsequent theoretical 
conceptualizations of time and learning (described 
below) drew sharper distinctions between these 
two time-based determinants of learning. 

 By placing time as a pivotal variable in school 
learning, Carroll’s model initiated a major shift in 
educational thought and research on the teaching-
learning process (Anderson,  1985 ; Ben-Peretz & 
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Bromme,  1990 ; Gettinger,  1984  ) . Infl uenced by 
Carroll’s work, researchers directed greater atten-
tion to the variable of time in student learning, 
acknowledging that individual differences in vari-
ous time metrics (time needed, time engaged, 
time allocated) accounted for signifi cant variabil-
ity in educational performance (Anderson,  1984 ; 
Haertel, Walberg, & Weinstein,  1983  ) . Carroll’s 
work was the major impetus for subsequent mod-
els of school learning and contributed to a number 
of research projects designed to explicate further 
the relationship between time and learning. 

 The primary appeal of Carroll’s model was his 
specifi cation of measurable, time-related vari-
ables that affect individual learning. Carroll’s 
model was viewed as an individual-differences 
framework in that most of the time-related 
variables in his model (perseverance, time needed 
to learn, etc.) were conceptualized as individual 
learner characteristics (Berliner,  1990a  ) . Class-
room learning, however, is affected by variables 
outside the learner, such as opportunity to learn 
and quality of instruction. Moreover, schooling is 
often organized to provide group instruction, 
with fi xed time periods allocated to curricular 
content. Thus, subsequent models were devel-
oped to refi ne Carroll’s theory and adapt it for 
classroom settings. These models (described 
below) placed greater emphasis on time factors 
external to the learner (including strategies to 
motivate learners) and incorporated features of 
the instructional process at the classroom level.  

   Bloom’s Theory of School Learning 
 Most notable of the models that were based on 
Carroll’s constructs and attempted to incorporate 
time factors within an instructional theory of 
classroom learning was that of Benjamin Bloom 
 (  1974  ) . The development of the mastery learning 
model by Bloom and his students generated 
extensive research on time and school learning 
during the 1980s. Although developed as an 
instructional approach, mastery learning pro-
vided an appropriate experimental paradigm 
within which variation in both time needed and 
time spent in learning was systematically evalu-
ated (Gettinger,  1984  ) . 

 According to Bloom, the notions of fi xed 
time and variable achievement as unavoidable 

conditions of school learning often pervaded 
 educational thought. Moreover, the infl uence of 
these assumptions on educational practices was 
frequently counterproductive. In Bloom’s mastery 
learning model, achievement level was held con-
stant, and the amount of time needed to attain a 
targeted level of achievement was variable. As 
such, the goal was to fi x the degree of learning at 
an acceptable criterion level and vary time and 
instructional methods, according to learner needs, 
so that nearly all students attained it. The mastery 
learning model rested on the belief that with ade-
quate time to learn, suffi cient motivation to engage 
in learning, and high-quality instruction, all 
 students could learn what only a percentage of 
students were able to learn under traditional fi xed-
time instruction. In fact, mastery learning theorists 
proposed that 80% of students could achieve a 
 criterion level usually attained by only about 20%, 
if they were given suffi cient time and appropriate 
help to maximize their engagement in learning 
(Block,  1971 ; Block & Anderson,  1975  ) . The suc-
cess of mastery learning models rested not only on 
allocating time for learning but also on motivating 
students to be engaged in learning. According to 
mastery learning theorists, understanding and 
accommodating individual learners’ need for 
choice, autonomy, encouragement, modeling, and 
feedback enable teachers to motivate students and 
keep them engaged with academic tasks. 

 There is a contrast between Carroll’s concep-
tual notion that time needed for learning is a rela-
tively stable student characteristic (as a function 
of aptitude and ability to understand instruction) 
and Bloom’s instructional notion that time needed 
for learning can be reduced with appropriate 
teaching-learning experiences. Researchers dem-
onstrated that variation in students’ time needed 
for learning does, in fact, decrease across learn-
ing tasks within a mastery learning paradigm 
(Block,  1983 ; Guskey,  2001  ) . Guskey theorized 
that individualized learning time and high-quality 
instruction within a mastery learning approach 
develop students’ skills, resulting in increased 
confi dence and competence. Greater confi dence, 
in turn, motivates students to engage in learning 
and successfully complete academic tasks. 
According to Berliner  (  1990a  ) , Bloom’s recon-
ceptualization of learner variables, such as time 
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needed for learning, as malleable characteristics 
represented an important contribution to thinking 
about students and schools.  

   Wiley and Harnischfeger’s Model 
of Instructional Exposure 
 Wiley and Harnischfeger offered another model 
of the teaching-learning process based on 
Carroll’s theoretical work. Similar to Carroll’s 
model, the Wiley-Harnischfeger model rested on 
the conviction that quantity of education (total 
amount of actual learning time) determines the 
degree of student learning (Wiley & Harnischfeger, 
 1974  ) . Wiley and Harnischfeger, however, placed 
signifi cant emphasis on the total amount of time 
allocated to students and for specifi c learning 
topics, which typically varied across districts, 
schools, and classrooms. In elaborating their 
model, Wiley and Harnischfeger discussed this 
concept of quantity of education, which they 
labeled “instructional exposure” (Harnishfeger & 
Wiley,  1976  ) . For Wiley and Harnishfeger, 
Carroll’s factor of opportunity to learn or time 
allowed, in combination with the amount and 
manner in which allocated time is used for 
instruction, comprised a major determinant of 
achievement. According to their model, the maxi-
mum time available for instruction is established 
by the length of the school year and school day, 
as well as individual teacher allocations and 
scheduling. Maximum time, however, is typically 
reduced by several intervening factors, such as 
attendance, instructional design, and time spent 
by teachers for disciplining or making transitions. 
According to Wiley and Harnishfeger, only a 
percentage of the allocated time becomes actual 
exposure time, and, in turn, only a portion of expo-
sure time translates into usable time (i.e., time 
without interruptions). Thus, Carroll’s factor of 
opportunity or time allowed was refi ned to the 
point of representing only a fraction of the total 
time allocated. Within the Wiley-Harnischfeger 
model, achievement is a function of the ratio of 
maximum allocated exposure time (reduced, fi rst, 
to active learning time within the maximum 
limits, and further to usable learning time) rela-
tive to the total time needed. Because maximum 
allocated exposure time is amenable to manipula-
tion and educational policy modifi cations, it was 

viewed by Wiley and Harnishfeger as the most 
important time variable in school learning 
(Karweit,  1989  ) . 

 Within the Wiley-Harnischfeger’s compre-
hensive model, achievement is determined by 
four time variables, including maximum expo-
sure time, percent usable exposure time, percent 
active learning time, and total time needed for 
learning. Their conceptualization of achievement 
was expressed as the following equation: achieve-
ment =  f  [(allocated time) (percent usable time) 
(percent active time)/time needed]. In this model, 
the percentage of time students are actively 
engaged in learning plays a prominent role in 
explaining achievement (Harnischfeger & Wiley, 
 1985  ) . Students, in turn, are motivated to be 
actively engaged in learning when they have an 
understanding of the purpose or goal for doing 
so. Thus, according to Wiley and Harnishfeger, 
one mechanism for schools to accomplish instruc-
tional goals is to focus on the tasks in which stu-
dents are engaged, ensure that students understand 
the purpose of those tasks, and, in turn, maximize 
the duration of their engagement.  

   Cooley and Leinhardt’s 
Classroom-Process Model 
 Like Wiley and Harnishfeger, Cooley and 
Leinhardt proposed a refi nement of Carroll’s 
model that also underscored the importance of the 
use of instructional time over scheduled time per 
se in infl uencing achievement. The model of 
classroom processes proposed by Cooley and 
Leinhardt  (  1976  )  focused on the relationship 
between school practices (including instructional 
time use) and school performance. The Cooley-
Leinhardt model was a revision of Carroll’s model 
in that it provided a more precise specifi cation of 
instructional processes that account for learning. 
Their model imposed several qualifi cations on the 
quantity of instruction, to which they referred as 
the “opportunity construct.” Consistent with 
Carroll’s model, opportunity was defi ned as the 
amount of time students can potentially work on 
specifi c content. Motivators, another factor in 
their model, are the behaviors or attitudes (e.g., 
self-effi cacy beliefs, understanding the purpose 
for learning) that promote learning; these motiva-
tors include both internal factors (student interest) 
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and external factors (e.g., teacher praise) that 
serve to maximize the amount of time students 
engage themselves in learning. Cooley and 
Leinhardt  (  1980  )  found that amount of time 
scheduled for a specifi c subject may bear little 
relation to achievement. Within their model, the 
effi cient and effective use of allocated time is 
more important than allocation per se; however, 
as Wiley and Harnischfeger emphasized, alloca-
tion is always the upper bound of time use. In 
addition to opportunity, Cooley and Leinhardt 
identifi ed three other constructs that explain vari-
ation in student performance under constant 
instructional time conditions, specifi cally student 
motivation, instructional events, and structure. 
All three constructs, when taken together, repre-
sent Carroll’s quality of instruction variable, 
thereby refl ecting the relative emphasis placed on 
this factor in determining overall degree of learn-
ing. Thus, within the Cooley-Leinhardt model, 
opportunity to learn, combined with motivators to 
encourage learning and appropriate instruction, is 
facilitative in promoting achievement (Leinhardt, 
 1978  ) . The Cooley-Leinhardt model was the fi rst 
to articulate the explicit role of student motivation 
in determining student engagement in learning.  

   Huitt Model of the Teaching-Learning 
Process 
 Huitt  (  1995  )  focused on student behavior within 
the classroom as well as the infl uence of teacher 
behaviors on students’ engagement in learning. 
Specifi cally, in the Huitt model, academic learn-
ing time replaced the “time spent” variable in 
Carroll’s model. According to Huitt, student 
behavior encompasses all actions of students in 
classrooms and, importantly, includes academic 
learning time (ALT). Within this model, ALT was 
specifi cally defi ned as the amount of time stu-
dents are successfully covering content that will 
be tested. Thus, ALT was a combination of 
three variables: (a) content overlap, which is the 
percentage of the content included on a test that 
is actually covered by students in the classrooms 
and sometimes referred to as “time on target”; 
(b) involvement, which is the amount of time stu-
dents are actively involved in the learning process 
and is most often equated with “time on task”; 

and (c) success, or the extent to which students 
accurately complete the assignments they have 
been given (Squires, Huitt, & Segars,  1983  ) .  

   Summary of Theoretical Foundations 
 In sum, prominent theoretical conceptualiza-
tions of school learning evolved since Carroll’s 
 (  1963  )  model that incorporated a focus on 
instructional time and emphasized the critical 
role of engaged time in determining student 
achievement. Whereas Carroll’s original model 
focused primarily on the quantity of time (e.g., 
amount of time allocated, amount of time 
engaged), more recent models stress the impor-
tance of quality of time as well. Beginning with 
Bloom’s mastery learning model, research on 
time and learning has devoted greater attention 
to the role of the instructional context, such as 
quality of instruction, performance feedback, or 
student interest in content, in explaining both 
student motivation (willingness to invest time in 
learning) and student engagement (actual 
involvement or participation in learning).   

   Process-Product Paradigm 

 The conceptualization of AET is integrally linked 
to the emergence of research during the 1970s 
which defi ned teaching effectiveness in terms of 
specifi c classroom behaviors. The primary goal 
of teaching-effectiveness research was to deter-
mine the relationship between classroom pro-
cesses and student performance, with the intent of 
identifying teaching practices and behaviors asso-
ciated with school learning and, in particular, stu-
dent engagement (Gettinger & Stoiber,  2009  ) . 
The search for relations between classroom pro-
cesses (e.g., teaching behaviors) and outcomes 
(e.g., student achievement) came to be known as 
process-outcome (or process-product) research. 
Process-outcome research has been the most 
common paradigm for establishing the impor-
tance of AET for student learning and for identi-
fying classroom variables that contribute to AET. 

 Within a process-outcome approach, research-
ers are concerned with identifying relation-
ships between teaching behaviors and student 
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outcomes, both of which can be defi ned, observed, 
and measured (Berliner,  1990b  ) . Process-outcome 
studies use AET as an indicator or outcome of 
teaching effectiveness as well as a predictor of 
student learning. Process-outcome research can 
be characterized on the basis of several method-
ological features. In a typical study, teachers and 
students are observed in classrooms. Teaching 
processes are described in a series of low-inference 
behavioral categories, often mutually exclusive, 
such that any classroom event (e.g., giving direc-
tions for completing a task) is coded in only one 
way. Relationships between patterns of teaching 
behaviors and student outcomes (specifi cally, 
student engagement or achievement) are 
described as statistical correlations (Gettinger & 
Kohler,  2006  ) . 

 One of the most signifi cant contributions to 
the advent of process-outcome research has been 
the emphasis on measurement of classroom pro-
cesses and student engagement through system-
atic, direct observation. With advances in 
observation technology, researchers are able to 
focus directly on the process of instruction and its 
effects on learning and behavior. Moreover, direct 
observations can be used to measure and quantify 
students’ level of engagement in learning tasks. 
Although defi nitions vary, most observation pro-
tocols incorporate fairly broad indices to assess 
student engagement. The  Code for Instructional 
Structure and Student Academic Response  
(CISSAR; Stanley & Greenwood,  1981  ) , for 
example, defi nes engagement in terms of observ-
able behaviors such as attending (e.g., looking at 
the teacher), working (e.g., reading silently), or 
managing learning resources (e.g., looking for a 
library book). Regardless of the defi nition of 
engagement, most observational procedures use 
some form of a time-sampling system. In these 
methods, observers note whether engaged behav-
iors are occurring or not occurring during brief 
observation intervals to derive an estimate of AET. 

 In general, process-outcome research has con-
cluded that teachers’ use of effective management 
and teaching strategies (classroom processes) is 
associated with increased student engagement 
and higher achievement (learner outcomes). 
Within process-outcome research, the concept of 

AET provides a way of understanding and inter-
preting these results. For example, process- 
outcome research provides correlational evidence 
that when teachers provide structure in their les-
sons (e.g., communicate expectations, monitor 
student work, provide feedback, etc.), their stu-
dents have high achievement. The  concept of 
AET enables researchers to offer multiple expla-
nations for this relation. First, lesson structure 
helps students understand their responsibility for 
learning, thereby increasing their perseverance or 
motivation and, in turn, academic engaged time. 
Alternately, providing explicit structure and 
expectations may guard against students being 
engaged on the wrong task and is likely to increase 
their engagement and success on appropriate 
tasks. In other words, effective teaching (process) 
is linked to achievement (outcome) through its 
direct effect on maximizing students’ AET. 

 The earliest and most extensive process-
outcome research program to document the rela-
tionship between time and learning and to provide 
empirical support for the importance of AET was 
the Beginning Teacher Evaluation Study (BTES) 
conducted during the 1980s (Denham & 
Lieberman,  1980  ) . Although the original purpose 
of the BTES was to evaluate beginning teacher 
competencies, the focus of the study shifted 
toward identifying teaching activities and class-
room conditions that promote student learning. 
Thus, the BTES became a major study on teach-
ing effectiveness that generated educational 
implications dealing with time, instructional pro-
cesses, and classroom environment. Based on 
observations in classrooms over a 6-year period, 
BTES researchers developed an operational defi -
nition and measurable index of what they termed 
academic learning time. Specifi cally, they defi ned 
academic learning time (ALT) as the amount of 
time a student spends engaged in academic tasks 
of appropriate diffi culty, on which they achieve 
80% success or accuracy (Denham & Lieberman). 
The use of success rate in the BTES for determin-
ing ALT was of particular signifi cance because it 
represented an attempt to provide a time metric 
for two variables in Carroll’s original model, 
quality of instruction and ability to understand 
instruction. That is, if a students’ success rate was 
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high, then quality of instruction and/or ability to 
understand instruction must be high. Conversely, 
if success rate was low, then either or both of 
these variables must be low (Fisher & Berliner, 
 1985  ) . 

 Within the process-outcome tradition, the 
BTES used ALT as an index of student learning. 
In attempting to identify the key components of 
effective teaching, BTES researchers also dis-
covered that a high level of ALT can be taken as 
evidence of effective teaching. One of the most 
signifi cant fi ndings from the BTES project is that 
ALT results from specifi c measurable, teaching 
behaviors and has a strong infl uence on students’ 
academic achievement. Beyond engagement in 
academic tasks, BTES researchers investigated 
how students’ success rates during engagement 
affect later achievement. They found that the pro-
portion of time during which academic tasks are 
performed with high success was positively asso-
ciated with level of learning. Likewise, when stu-
dents experienced low success rates in learning 
activities, they had lower achievement. In evalu-
ating the interactions between teachers and stu-
dents during instruction, the BTES data suggested 
that more frequent, substantive interactions (such 
as teachers presenting explicit content to be 
learned, closely monitoring students’ work, and 
providing performance feedback) between the 
student and the teacher were associated with high 
levels of ALT. Higher levels of ALT, in turn, con-
tributed to achievement. In sum, the BTES fi nd-
ings provided evidence that teaching behaviors 
and classroom processes which increase motiva-
tion and enable students to accrue high levels of 
ALT have a strong infl uence on academic learn-
ing and student achievement. 

 Research on the relationship between time and 
learning since the BTES spans at least four 
decades. The majority of studies have examined 
one of three time variables – allocated time, time 
on task, or academic engaged time. The inconsis-
tent use of time indices makes it diffi cult to draw 
comparisons across studies. It also explains why 
there appear to be mixed fi ndings about the 
degree to which time infl uences student learning 
(Karweit & Slavin,  1981  ) . Despite this variability 
in measurement choices, however, the literature 

reveals a fairly consistent pattern. Compared to 
scheduled or allocated time, engaged time dem-
onstrates the stronger relationship with achieve-
ment. As Karweit and Slavin noted, increasing 
the amount of scheduled time per se is an ineffi -
cient means to increase engaged time. It is more 
effective to strengthen instructional strategies to 
focus students’ attention and cognitive engage-
ment on learning tasks. 

 Learning time research by Gettinger  (  1985, 
  1989  )  also emphasized the importance of student 
motivation – what Carroll called perseverance – 
or the amount of time students are motivated to 
spend engaged in learning. As predicted by 
Carroll’s model, Gettinger found that spending 
less time than needed in learning had a direct 
negative impact on both initial degree of learning 
and later retention. When elementary school chil-
dren were permitted to self-determine their 
amount of study time, they spent, on average, 
only 68% of the time they actually needed (deter-
mined on the basis of a baseline condition in 
which they were required to learn material to a 
criterion level of accuracy). As such, Gettinger’s 
research demonstrated the link between motiva-
tion and engagement and between engagement 
and learning, suggesting that student engagement 
can be differentiated from motivation to the 
extent that it mediates the relationship between 
motivation and learning. Although motivating 
students to engage in learning is important, it is 
ultimately student engagement (an outcome of 
student motivation) that contributes to achieve-
ment. Similar research conducted with adult 
learners evaluated the extent to which quantity of 
instruction infl uences time spent devoted to self-
study (a proxy for AET) and achievement 
(Gijselaers & Schmidt,  1995 ; van den Hurk, 
Wolfhagen, Dolmans, & van der Vleuten,  1998  ) . 
The results of these studies suggested that the 
association between allocated time and engaged 
self-study time may be described as a trade-off 
mechanism. Allocated instructional time proved 
instrumental in infl uencing time spent on self-
study and achievement; however, increasing 
instructional time was only effective to the 
extent that students were willing to spend an 
increased amount of time engaged in self-study. 
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In other words, a higher level of student engage-
ment (afforded by allocating more learning time) 
resulted only when students were motivated to 
actually engage in learning for longer periods of 
available time. 

 In sum, beginning with the BTES, research on 
time and classroom learning has consistently 
shown that the more time students are engaged in 
learning activities, the more they learn. There is a 
strong positive relationship between AET and 
student achievement. Whereas schools and teach-
ers may schedule and allocate the appropriate 
amount of time for learning, descriptive studies 
reveal that teachers may not always ensure that 
students are actively engaged in learning during 
the allocated time (Mulholland & Cepello,  2006  ) . 
In some classrooms, students spend less than 
50% of the allocated time actually engaged in 
learning (Black,  2002  ) . Three major factors that 
contribute to such low engagement are (a) instruc-
tional design, (b) classroom management, and 
(c) student self-study. A later section of this chap-
ter provides a review of strategies for increasing 
academic engaged and active responding time.  

   Academic Engaged Time: Defi nition 
and Differentiation Among Key 
Concepts 

 A theoretical focus on the relationship between 
time and learning, combined with a research par-
adigm that implicates time as an index of effec-
tive teaching, has contributed to the current 
conceptualization and defi nition of AET. An 
explanation and distinction among several con-
cepts is important for applying the construct of 
AET to classroom practices. 

 Research on the relationship between time and 
learning has been complicated by the variety of 
ways in which researchers have conceptualized 
and measured time. Learning time, from which 
the concept of AET is derived, is best understood 
as a superordinate concept which encompasses 
subordinate and more refi ned concepts of time. 
As such, time concepts can be ordered on a verti-
cal continuum (see Fig.  31.1 ). At the top of the 
continuum is the most broadly described, easily 

measured, and directly controlled time index, i.e., 
the number of hours in a school day and number 
of days in a year. At the bottom is the time vari-
able which is most narrowly focused, challenging 
to measure, and diffi cult to modify, i.e., the num-
ber of minutes when learning is actually taking 
place, or AET.  

 Theoretical conceptualizations of AET iden-
tify multiple constituent components along the 
continuum illustrated in Fig.  31.1 . The fi rst com-
ponent of AET is available time, which represents 
the total number of hours or days that potentially 
can be devoted to instruction. Available time is 
typically established by school district policies 
and state requirements. The second component, 
scheduled or allocated time, is the amount of time 
determined by classroom teachers for instruction 
within each content domain. Scheduled time rep-
resents the upper limit of in-class opportunities 
for students to be engaged in learning. The pro-
cess by which scheduled time is converted into 
productive learning time depends on classroom 
instruction and management practices, as well as 
student characteristics. Despite variation across 
classrooms in the amount of time scheduled for 
instruction, Marks  (  2000  )  found that most vari-
ability in AET is attributable to differences in 
individual student characteristics, not classrooms. 
This fi nding may be due to several reasons. First, 
as implicated in Carroll’s model and demon-
strated through Bloom’s research, some students 
simply require more time for learning than do 
others. In fact, individual differences in the 
amount of time needed for learning, within a con-
stant level of scheduled time, contribute to vari-
able achievement more so than do differences 
in scheduled time (Gettinger,  1984  ) . A second 
reason is that students in the same classroom 
often self-allocate variable time for independent 
or self-study. Thus, the amount of self-determined 
or self-scheduled learning time (a time-based 
metric of student motivation) will vary across 
individual learners and, in turn, determine indi-
vidual levels of student engagement, even in the 
same classroom with constant allocated time. 

 As shown in Fig.  31.1 , scheduled time can be 
further broken down into instructional and nonin-
structional time. Instructional time is the amount 
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of scheduled time directly devoted to learning 
and instruction. Noninstructional time, by con-
trast, is the portion of scheduled time that is spent 
in nonlearning activities, for example, lunch, 
recess, or transitions. Research shows that a vast 
portion of instruction is often eroded by factors 
such as time spent in maintaining discipline, such 
that only 38% of a school day is typically spent 
engaged in learning activities (Aronson, 
Zimmerman, & Carlos,  1999  ) . Multiple events 
occur in classrooms that may reduce the amount 
of scheduled time that is converted to actual 
instructional time (Caldwell, Huitt, & Graeber, 
 1982 ; Hollywood et al.,  1995 ; Kubitschek, 
Hallinan, Arnett, & Galipeau,  2005 ; NECTL, 
 1994  ) . According to Kubitschek et al.  (  2005  ) , the 
two primary sources of lost instructional time are 
transition time and wait time. Transition time is 

noninstructional time that occurs before (e.g., 
teacher gives back homework at the start of an 
instructional activity) and after (e.g., children put 
away materials after a science lesson) instruction. 
Whereas transition time is usually a constant time 
variable for all students, wait time is the amount 
of time an individual student must wait to receive 
instructional help, for example, waiting for the 
teacher’s attention after raising one’s hand. 
Although a 60-min period may be scheduled for 
instruction, some portion of that time is inevitably 
consumed by noninstructional activities having 
little to do with learning. The NECTL analysis of 
how time is used in American schools makes it 
clear that “reclaiming” the academic day (i.e., 
protecting and preserving scheduled time for aca-
demic content) could nearly double the amount 
of instructional time students receive. 

  Fig. 31.1    Continuum of components and determinants of academic engaged time       
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 Engaged time is the proportion of instructional 
time during which students are cognitively and 
behaviorally on task or engaged in learning, as 
evidenced by paying attention, completing work, 
listening, or participating in relevant discussion. 
Engaged time includes both passive attending and 
active responding. Time on task is engaged time 
on particular learning tasks. Because time on task 
refl ects engaged time on specifi c learning tasks, it 
carries a more restricted meaning than engaged 
time. In terms of learning outcomes, engaged time 
among students is a necessary, but not suffi cient 
condition for achievement. Time on task refl ects 
engaged time spent on targeted tasks that have 
clear instructional or learning goals. For example, 
engagement may be coded as occurring when a 
student is involved in completing math problems 
or when reading a book during an instructional 
time period allocated to science. On-task behavior, 
however, would not be coded in either situation 
because the task in which students are engaged is 
not science. As Carroll  (  1989  )  noted, learning 
time must be fi lled with activities that are appro-
priate and relevant. In observational research, 
time on task is measured in the same way as 
engaged time; however, the curriculum, instruc-
tional activities, or tasks in which the student is 
engaged, all of which may account for student 
motivation, are also recorded and enter into the 
determination of total time on task. 

 Integral to overall engaged time is what Carroll 
termed perseverance, or the amount of time a stu-
dent is willing to spend on learning a task or unit 
of instruction. Based on Carroll’s original con-
ceptualization, the construct of motivation is 
transformed into a time-based and measurable 
concept. That is, perseverance is viewed as a time-
determined motivational construct. Thus, when 
measured as the amount of time on task that a stu-
dent willingly devotes to learning, motivation is a 
variable that can also be measured in time. 

 Finally, a certain percentage of engaged time, 
or time on task, represents the amount of time 
during which learning actually occurs; this repre-
sents academic engaged time. AET is the most 
carefully delineated conception of time in the lit-
erature; it is the portion of time students are 
actively engaged in relevant academic instruction 

that leads directly to demonstrated learning. An 
index of AET is derived by subtracting from the 
total instructional time not only the amount of 
time spent on classroom management tasks but 
also time spent on instructional activities that do 
not successfully translate into learning. The qual-
ities of both relevance and success are critical for 
discerning AET. Neither succeeding at irrelevant 
tasks nor failing at relevant and worthwhile tasks 
contributes to effective learning. Students gain 
the most from learning time when they experi-
ence a balance of high and medium success on 
meaningful learning activities. Thus, accurately 
measuring and ensuring success (e.g., through 
ongoing progress monitoring) is critical for 
increasing students’ AET. 

 In sum, a high level of academic engaged time 
exists when: (a) students are covering content 
that holds their interest and is viewed as being 
important and relevant, (b) they are paying atten-
tion or on task for most of the class period, and 
(c) they are experiencing a high level of success 
or accuracy with most of the assignments they 
complete. The nexus between student engage-
ment and student motivation is evident in this 
conceptualization of AET. Students are motivated 
when they are interested in and understand the 
purpose of what they are learning, when there are 
environmental factors to keep them on task (e.g., 
teacher praise), and when they experience suc-
cess in learning (Guthrie & Wigfi eld,  2000  ) . Each 
variable that contributes to motivation results in 
high engagement. Whereas learning time compo-
nents demonstrate varying levels of relationship 
with student outcomes, AET, determined by both 
motivation and engagement, has been shown to 
have the strongest link with school learning and 
achievement (Gettinger & Ball,  2007  ) .   

   Practices for Maximizing Academic 
Engaged Time 

 Current knowledge about evidence-based 
approaches to maximize AET derives from effec-
tive teaching research which has identifi ed strate-
gies to actively involve students in learning 
(Gettinger & Stoiber,  2009  ) . As research sug-
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gests, rather than simply increasing available 
instructional time, schools should make better use 
of existing time and fi nd ways to increase the pro-
portion of time students are engaged in instruc-
tional activities (NECTL,  1994  ) . This means 
ensuring, fi rst, that adequate allocated time is 
devoted to instruction and, second, that activities 
which reduce engaged time are minimized. 
Creating more engaged time, despite its impor-
tance, does nothing to advance achievement 
unless the instructional activities in which stu-
dents are engaged are appropriate (Prater,  1992  ) . 
Thus, quality of teaching is the key to enhancing 
AET. Research demonstrates that when coupled 
with effective teaching, increased time has a sig-
nifi cant impact on student achievement. In effect, 
providing more instructional time alone cannot be 
expected to have a signifi cant effect on student 
learning unless the additional time is devoted to 
instruction, with students being engaged in well-
designed and appropriate learning activities. The 
purpose of the following sections is to address 
strategies supported by research that increase 
AET. The literature points to three factors that, in 
conjunction with time, contribute to student learn-
ing. Two factors (classroom management and 
appropriateness of instruction) rest primarily with 
teachers; the third (self-management) rests more 
with students (see Table  31.1 ).  

   Managerial Strategies 

 Effective classroom management strategies com-
prise one factor that maximizes AET and contrib-
utes to student learning. Research has shown that 

poor classroom management can erode instruc-
tional time and decrease opportunities for stu-
dents to learn (Smith,  2000  ) . Therefore, it is 
imperative that teachers implement management 
strategies to reduce the amount of instructional 
time that may be lost to noninstructional activi-
ties. Several managerial strategies have been 
shown to promote AET, including closely moni-
toring student behavior, minimizing classroom 
disruptions and off-task behavior, reducing tran-
sition time, establishing consistent and effi cient 
classroom routines, and decreasing class size or 
learning group size. 

 When teachers consistently monitor the behav-
ior of their students during learning activities, 
AET is maximized. There are myriad ways to 
facilitate close monitoring, such as planning seat-
ing arrangements that enable teachers to view 
student behavior from anywhere in the class-
room, decreasing the amount of time spent at the 
teacher’s desk by frequently circulating the room, 
going to students when they have questions 
rather than requiring students to come to the 
teacher, utilizing student volunteers for handling 
classroom materials, and acknowledging and 
responding to appropriate engagement behaviors 
(Gettinger & Ball,  2007  ) . Teachers can system-
atically provide reinforcement for student engage-
ment by implementing a token economy in their 
classrooms. There is strong evidence supporting 
the effectiveness of token economy interventions 
for a range of classroom behaviors, including 
student engagement (DuPaul & Stoner,  2003  ) . 
Token economies involve the use of secondary 
reinforcers, or tokens, which are delivered to 
students to produce positive behavioral change. 

   Table 31.1    Practices for maximizing academic engaged time   

 Managerial strategies  Instructional strategies  Student-mediated strategies 

 • Monitor student behavior 
 • Minimize classroom 

disruptions and off-task 
behavior 

 • Reduce transition time 
 • Establish consistent and 

effi cient classroom routines 
 • Decrease class size and 

learning group sizes 

 Interactive teaching 
 • Focus on explicit learning objectives 
 • Facilitate active student responding 
 • Provide frequent feedback 

 Instructional design 
 • Match instruction with students’ abilities 
 • Use multiple teaching methods 
 • Deliver instruction at a quick, smooth, 

and effi cient pace 
 • Ensure that students understand 

directions 

 • Teach students to employ 
metacognitive and study strategies 

 • Incorporate self-monitoring 
procedures into the classroom 

 • Support students’ self-manage-
ment skills 

 • Establish consistent classroom 
routines and structure 

 • Have students set their own goals 
for learning 

 • Use homework effectively to 
enhance student learning 
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Tokens (e.g., poker chips, coins, check marks, 
points, stickers) can be tailored to the develop-
mental level and individual preferences of chil-
dren in a classroom. In the case of student 
engagement, for example, tokens may be dis-
pensed when students are on task and involved in 
relevant work for a clearly specifi ed amount of 
time. Token economy interventions typically uti-
lize group contingencies that may be indepen-
dent, interdependent, or dependent. Independent 
contingencies involve providing reinforcement to 
individual students contingent on their behavior; 
an interdependent contingency requires all stu-
dents in the classroom to be engaged in order for 
any single student to receive the reinforcer; and, 
fi nally, dependent contingencies involve target-
ing specifi c students or a group of students who 
must meet the engagement criterion level for all 
students to receive the reinforcer (Litow & 
Pumroy,  1975  ) . Although research supports the 
overall effectiveness of group-oriented contin-
gencies, studies comparing the relative benefi ts 
of different group contingency procedures have 
yielded mixed results, indicating that group pro-
cedures should be developed and implemented 
based on the unique characteristics and structure 
of each classroom (Kelshaw-Levering, Sterling-
Turner, Henry, & Skinner,  2000  ) . 

 Other managerial strategies that minimize dis-
ruptions, off-task behavior, and long transitions 
also contribute to AET. Instructional time that is 
lost to nonlearning activities, such as disruptions, 
disciplinary issues, or transitions, can be quite 
substantial in some schools and classrooms 
(Aronson et al.,  1999  ) . Research has shown that 
the proportion of noninstructional time may be 
even greater in schools or classrooms with high 
percentages of at-risk students. A study by 
Stichter, Stormont, and Lewis  (  2008  ) , for exam-
ple, investigated the amount of scheduled instruc-
tional time lost to noninstructional activities in 
Title I versus non-Title I elementary schools. 
Results showed that teachers in Title I schools 
spent more time in noninstructional activities 
(e.g., transitions, disciplining students) than did 
teachers in non-Title I schools. In addition, in 
Title I schools, there was a higher occurrence of 
students entering and leaving classrooms during 
periods of academic instruction, such as literacy 

periods or math instruction. To decrease time 
spent in transitions, the authors recommended 
that teachers develop specifi c entrance and exit 
routines for students who must leave the class-
room for related services. Moreover, the authors 
recommended that these routines be explicitly 
taught and practiced to maximize the amount of 
time students are actively engaged in instruction-
related activities (Stichter et al.,  2008  ) . 

 Another strategy to minimize time spent in 
transitions involves using verbal or nonverbal 
transition cues when the entire class is making a 
noninstructional transition, such as going from 
the classroom to the music room (Kauchak & 
Eggen,  2003  ) . Procedures for executing transi-
tions should be explicitly communicated and 
actively taught not only at the beginning of the 
year but throughout the year as necessary. 
Teachers can also provide class-wide incentives 
for following transition routines quickly and 
accurately. Although the type of effective transi-
tion cues varies across classrooms (e.g., fl ickering 
lights, using key signal words or phrases), what is 
most critical is that all students are able to recog-
nize and interpret the cue. If a transition is requir-
ing too much time, teachers can establish a time 
limit for the transition and provide reinforcement 
for students who complete the transition within 
the limit. After students are able to complete 
transitions quickly, a goal can be set to gradually 
reduce the time until the targeted transition 
time is achieved (Ostrosky, Jung, Hemmeter, & 
Thomas,  2003  ) . 

 Other managerial strategies to increase AET 
include having clearly defi ned and taught rules, 
expectations for being engaged during learning 
activities, and consistent routines. Rules and 
expectations are most effective when they are 
clearly posted in the classroom to support stu-
dents’ awareness and knowledge of them. In 
addition to rules being understood by students, 
appropriate behavior in accordance with rules 
and expectations should be positively reinforced, 
whereas failure to comply should receive consis-
tent, immediate, and effective consequences. To 
the extent possible, teachers can also preserve 
engaged learning time through implementing 
consistent routines for noninstructional activities 
(Odden & Archibald,  2009  ) . Doing so involves 
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handling noninstructional obligations (e.g.,  taking 
attendance) after students have begun working on 
their tasks or by completing all noninstructional 
activities during a predetermined time of day set 
aside for such activities (Harmin & Toth,  2006  ) . 
Soliciting assistance from the administration 
to minimize external interruptions (e.g., inter-
com announcements, unscheduled visitations) is 
another effective way to protect instructional time 
and increase students’ engaged learning time 
(Odden & Archibald). 

 Finally, there is clear evidence that the size of 
a class or learning group can signifi cantly impact 
AET (Fowler,  1995  ) . Research has demonstrated 
that small class sizes, particularly in the primary 
grades, allow teachers to use time more effi -
ciently to increase AET and promote student 
achievement (Odden & Archibald,  2009  ) . 
Blatchford, Russell, Bassett, Brown, and Martin 
 (  2007  )  documented more positive learning and 
social outcomes in schools with class sizes less 
than 15 students compared to schools with larger 
class sizes. Using a multimethod approach, these 
researchers found that small class sizes allowed 
students to receive a higher degree of teacher 
attention and take a more active, engaged role in 
their learning (Blatchford et al.,  2007  ) . Because 
manipulating class size may not be an option in 
all schools, teachers can also minimize the size of 
learning groups in their classrooms. Smaller 
learning groups, especially when teacher-
directed, have been shown to promote a higher 
level of student engagement in learning (Gettinger 
& Ball,  2007  ) .  

   Instructional Strategies 

 Effective instructional practices comprise the sec-
ond factor related to students’ academic engaged 
time (see Table  31.1 ). Effective teaching research, 
conceptualized within a process-outcome per-
spective, has identifi ed several instructional vari-
ables that are positively correlated with AET 
(Gettinger & Kohler,  2006 ; Gettinger & Stoiber, 
 2009  ) . Generally, strategies related to how teach-
ers deliver instruction (i.e., interactive teaching 
behaviors) and how they design or structure their 

teaching have been shown to have a signifi cant 
impact on AET (Rosenshine,  1995  ) . 

   Interactive Teaching 
 Teaching behaviors that actively engage in stu-
dents in learning are collectively referred to as 
interactive teaching. Interactive teaching strate-
gies involve (a) focusing on explicit learning 
objectives, (b) facilitating active student respond-
ing, and (c) providing frequent feedback (Good 
& Brophy,  2003  ) . 

 To maximize AET, it is critical for teaching to 
incorporate a strong focus on academic content 
and learning objectives. Academic focus is deter-
mined by the amount of time devoted to academic 
activities as well as by the extent to which instruc-
tion is linked with learning goals and student 
accountability for reaching those goals. 
Preplanning is necessary to ensure that instruc-
tion incorporates a strong academic focus. 
Effective planning involves, fi rst, developing 
clear learning goals and objectives for the lesson. 
Next, learning activities are designed to help stu-
dents achieve the goals and objectives. According 
to Kauchek and Eggen  (  2003  ) , designing effec-
tive learning activities with an academic focus 
requires determination of the instructional format 
(e.g., whole group, small group), specifi cation of 
lesson materials, and establishment of assess-
ment procedure to measure student learning and 
attainment of goals. 

 In addition to an explicit academic focus, 
interactive teaching involves promoting high lev-
els of active student responding or engagement. 
One mechanism to ensure that all students remain 
engaged in class discussion is the use of effective 
questioning techniques (Good & Brophy,  2003  ) . 
“Good questions” that promote engagement are 
clear, purposeful, brief, sequenced, and focused 
on extending students’ thinking (Gall,  1984  ) . An 
effective questioning strategy that has been 
shown to increase engagement among all students 
follows three sequential steps (Chuska,  1995  ) . 
Teachers, fi rst, pose a question to the entire class. 
Then they give students wait time to think about 
the question. After a suffi cient amount of wait 
time, they call on an individual student to respond. 
Using this method requires all students to be 
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responsible for carefully considering an answer 
to the question because the teacher may call on 
any student. In contrast, when teachers pose a 
question to a specifi c student, only that student 
has the responsibility for answering, and others 
may be less likely to contribute their thoughts. To 
heighten engagement among all learners, it is 
important for teachers to distribute questions 
evenly to a range of students in their classrooms 
and not allow a select group of students to answer 
the majority of the questions (Good & Brophy). 
Other strategies for promoting active responding 
include using choral responding, peer tutoring, 
and cooperative learning groups. Many existing 
assignments and activities can be easily adapted 
to involve a higher degree of active student 
responding, such as having students work in pairs 
rather than individually on projects or assigned 
work (Gettinger & Ball,  2007  ) . 

 Providing frequent feedback is another key 
element of interactive teaching that fosters stu-
dent engagement (Bangert-Drowns, Kulik, Kulik, 
& Morgan,  1991  ) . Effective feedback is charac-
terized as being detailed, accurate, and immedi-
ate, as well as encouraging and supportive. 
Effective feedback acknowledges the accom-
plishments students have made and contributes to 
students’ self-effi cacy, confi dence they can attain 
goals, and motivation to work toward their goals 
(Butler & Winne,  1995 ; Kluger & DeNisi,  1996  ) . 
Self-evaluation is a skill that can be taught to stu-
dents as a means of providing immediate feed-
back about performance (Bandura, Martinez-Pons, 
& Zimmerman,  1992  ) . Although strategies may 
vary, providing feedback to students that is fre-
quent, specifi c, and relevant has strong research 
support as effective means of enhancing AET 
(Gettinger & Ball,  2007 ; Kluger & DeNisi,  1996 ; 
Mory,  1992  ) .  

   Instructional Design 
 In addition to interactive teaching, several 
instructional design features have been shown to 
increase students’ academic engaged time 
(Frieberg & Driscoll,  2000  ) . The fi rst design fea-
ture is the degree to which instruction is appro-
priately matched with students’ ability. To be 
academically engaged, students must be both 

challenged and able to experience a high rate of 
success. Students differ in the amount of time, 
exposure, practice, and instruction needed to 
learn. Therefore, being able to differentiate 
instruction based on individual student needs is 
an instructional practice that will promote AET 
(Tomlinson,  2003  ) . Using collaborative planning 
with students; assigning students to work with 
peer tutors, volunteers, or aides; and monitoring 
student understanding are examples of ways to 
accommodate the diverse needs of children in a 
classroom and ensure that all students are aca-
demically engaged (Freiberg & Driscoll). 

 Along with employing strategies to increase 
academic engagement, it is important for teach-
ers to foster students’ motivation for learning, a 
key determinant of student engagement. 
According to self-determination theory (SDT; 
Ryan & Deci,  2000  ) , students will be engaged 
versus disengaged in learning, in large part, as a 
function of motivation. Specifi cally, students ini-
tiate and maintain involvement in learning activi-
ties to the extent that they believe sustained 
engagement will lead to desired outcomes or 
goals. Thus, within SDT, engagement is viewed 
as a goal-directed or motivated behavior. Research 
on students’ goal-directed behavior has distin-
guished among different types of goals which, in 
turn, lead to different long-term behavioral con-
sequences, such as level of engagement (Deci & 
Ryan,  2000  ) . According to SDT, students experi-
ence two types of motivation, autonomous moti-
vation and controlled motivation (Deci & Ryan). 
Autonomous motivation involves students’ 
intrinsic motivation as well as extrinsic motiva-
tion in which students have integrated external 
values (e.g., the importance of academic engage-
ment) into their own personal value system. 
Conversely, controlled motivation involves exter-
nal regulation (e.g., by a teacher) that controls 
students to behave in a certain way. For example, 
students could be motivated to engage in learning 
new skills because they are interested in the con-
tent or understand its value. Conversely, students’ 
motivation for engagement in learning might be to 
get a good grade or to avoid punishment. In these 
examples, the amount of motivation may not 
vary, but the nature and focus of motivation does. 
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Research has demonstrated that autonomous 
motivation, as illustrated in the fi rst scenario, 
contributes to higher levels of self-determined 
engagement in learning and, more importantly, 
better long-term learning outcomes (Deci & 
Ryan,  2008 ; Ryan & Deci,  2000  ) . Therefore, 
teachers should seek to promote students’ auton-
omous motivation for learning (e.g., through pro-
viding student choice, incorporating adequate 
challenge into learning tasks, establishing mean-
ingful learning goals) to achieve high levels of 
academic engagement over time. 

 Using multiple and diverse teachings methods 
is another aspect of instructional design to 
increase AET. Students often become disengaged 
if the same format (e.g., teacher lecture) is always 
used. Because students learn differently, not all 
students may be able to benefi t from a strict lec-
ture format. Therefore, blending lecture formats 
with other teaching strategies (e.g., questioning, 
discussions) will promote active learning and 
engagement for a greater proportion of students 
(Freiberg & Driscoll,  2000  ) . It is also important 
that the instructional sequence is effective and 
appropriative given students’ developmental 
level. Using a variety of teaching methods is par-
ticularly critical when reteaching material to low-
achieving students; reteaching content will be 
effective only if the instruction is delivered in a 
different format and with different examples than 
the fi rst time when instruction was given 
(Gettinger & Ball,  2007  ) . 

 Considering the pace of the lesson is another 
feature of instructional design that promotes 
AET. A quick, smooth, and effi cient instructional 
pace increases the amount of content covered as 
well as the amount of active learning time avail-
able during a class period or school day (Gettinger 
& Ball,  2007  ) . Breaking lessons into small steps, 
changing the topic or procedure when the teacher 
notices a decline in student engagement, and 
maintaining high expectations for student 
involvement are all examples of effective strate-
gies for delivering fast-paced instruction (Harmin 
& Toth,  2006  ) . 

 Finally, instructional time and AET is often 
lost when students fail to understand directions 
for an assignment or task. This underscores the 

importance of having instructions and expecta-
tions that are clearly explained and understood 
by all students. Research has identifi ed several 
methods for maximizing the likelihood that stu-
dents understand directions, including (a) having 
students paraphrase directions, (b) having them 
write the directions down, (c) visually displaying 
directions in the classroom, (d) keeping direc-
tions simple, (e) obtaining all students’ attention 
before giving directions, (f) modeling steps of the 
directions, and (g) allowing students to begin 
only after all directions have been delivered 
(Frieberg & Driscoll,  2000 ; Gettinger & Ball, 
 2007 ; Marzano, Pickering, & Pollock,  2001  ) . 
Research has consistently demonstrated that clear 
directions and expectations increase students’ 
understanding of learning tasks as well as the 
amount of time they spend in learning (Marzano 
et al.,  2001  ) .   

   Student-Mediated Strategies 

 Consistent with Carroll’s model, the amount of 
time students spend engaged in learning is, to 
some extent, self-determined and indicative of 
their level of motivation for learning. Although 
there are many instructional and managerial 
strategies teachers can employ to promote AET 
and increase students’ motivation, students ulti-
mately play a major role in determining their 
own learning and levels of engagement in learn-
ing. Factors such as low self-effi cacy or limited 
self-monitoring skills are important to consider 
as they typically function to decrease the amount 
of time students spend engaged in learning 
(Bandura et al.,  1992  ) . Student-mediated strate-
gies focus on supporting cognitive engagement, 
autonomous motivation, and self-regulation 
among  students. Specifi cally, these strategies 
include teaching students to employ metacogni-
tive and study strategies, self-monitoring proce-
dures, and self-management skills (Borkowski & 
Muthu krishna,  1992 ; Shapiro & Cole,  1994 ; 
Zimmerman, Greenberg, & Weinstein,  1994  ) . 

 According to a metacognitive perspective, 
the amount of time students are academically 
engaged is infl uenced by their learning and 
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 studying skills, such as their ability to plan and 
organize study time or their approach to taking 
tests (Borkowski & Muthukrishna,  1992 ; Butler 
& Winne,  1995 ; Zimmerman et al.,  1994  ) . 
Providing instruction to develop these cognitive 
strategies can enhance student’s academic 
engaged time as it enables them to be organized 
and effi cient in their learning. Learning strategies 
also support active engagement during indepen-
dent work because students are better equipped 
to approach the material and plan their studying. 
Furthermore, these strategies may lead to 
increased student motivation for learning, which 
in turn may foster a greater level of engagement. 
Effective learning strategies include note-taking 
skills, time management skills, test-taking skills, 
and accessing resources that support students’ 
understanding and interactions with text, such as 
story maps or outlines (Gettinger & Ball,  2007 ; 
Marzano et al.,  2001  ) . 

 Another student-mediated method for increas-
ing academic engaged time is self-monitoring 
(Cole & Bambara,  2000 ; Cole, Marder, & 
McCann,  2000  ) . Students must be able to self-
monitor when they are learning so they can plan 
and adjust time use according to their learning 
needs. Even highly motivated students may fail 
to appropriately monitor their own learning or 
use of time (Gettinger,  1985 ; Zimmerman et al., 
 1994  ) . Self-monitoring alone can be a highly 
effective intervention to increase AET among 
students (Levendoski & Cartledge,  2000  ) . In 
addition to contributing to AET, self-monitoring 
strategies have several documented benefi ts, 
including promoting positive classroom behav-
ior; increasing student motivation for learning, 
especially when students are able to exercise 
choice in selecting the self-recording method or 
target behavior; and providing immediate feed-
back to students about their behavior and learn-
ing (Carr & Punzo,  1993 ; Moxley,  1998 ; Trammel, 
Schloss, & Alper,  1994  ) . 

 Several approaches for self-monitoring in 
classrooms have been documented as being effec-
tive in promoting students’ engagement in learn-
ing, such as keeping a tally count on a paper taped 
to the child’s desk or the inside of a notebook 
(Reid,  1996 ; Rock,  2005 ; Shimabukuro, Prater, 

Jenkins, & Edelen-Smith,  1999  ) . Regardless of 
the recording method, the process of self-
monitoring involves having students self-observe 
and record predetermined behaviors or outcomes 
at signaled intervals, such as the duration of 
engaged time, frequency of engagement behav-
iors, task completion, or overall accuracy. 
Evidence-based resources are also available to 
individualize the self-monitoring procedure to 
match children’s needs and preferences. For 
younger children or children with disabilities, 
for example, a self-monitoring tool called 
“Countoons” has been developed and evaluated 
(Daly & Ranalli,  2003  ) . Countoons are cartoon 
illustrations of students’ appropriate and inappro-
priate behaviors, paired with a contingency for 
meeting an established criterion of appropriate 
behaviors. The drawings also contain space for 
children to record the frequency of their own 
behaviors. This tool is particularly appealing 
because it enables very young students to moni-
tor their own behavior even when they cannot 
read. Moreover, by allowing students to draw the 
cartoons themselves, they may be more motivated 
to take an active role in their learning and engage-
ment. For example, when the goal is for students 
to increase their engaged learning time, they can 
draw a picture of themselves reading at their desk 
and circle the number of times they perform the 
behavior at designated intervals (Daly & Ranalli). 

 Self-monitoring methods are part of the 
broader set of student-mediated or self-manage-
ment skills (Cole & Bambara,  2000 ; Shapiro & 
Cole,  1994  ) . Self-management skills enable chil-
dren to self-direct their learning behaviors, expe-
rience a greater degree of autonomy in the 
classroom, and maximize their academic engaged 
time (Shapiro & Cole,  1994 ; Wehmeyer et al., 
 2007 ; Zimmerman et al.,  1994  ) . Research has 
shown that self-management skills are associated 
with positive educational outcomes, including 
higher student engagement, academic perfor-
mance, and work productivity (Wehmeyer et al.). 
There are many strategies teachers can use to 
promote students’ self-management skills, such 
as using guided questioning to teach students a 
systematic way of approaching tasks. Questions 
may be used to cue or prompt students to gather 
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necessary materials, review the instructions, 
approximate the amount of time needed for the 
assignment, and consider whether they are 
equipped with the skills and knowledge required 
for the task. This strategy has been used effec-
tively with individual students or posted in the 
classroom for all students to use (Rock,  2005  ) . 

 Structure and routines in the classroom also 
promote self-management skills and, in turn, 
function to increase AET. When routines are con-
sistent and explicit, students are able to follow 
them independently, requiring less assistance 
from the teacher. For example, if a teacher always 
has her students do a warm-up activity at the 
beginning of class, if students understand instruc-
tions for the warm-up activity, and if they know 
where to access the appropriate materials, they 
will be able to begin working on the task imme-
diately upon arrival to the classroom and mini-
mize the loss of instructional time. Conversely, 
without consistent expectations, students are not 
able to direct their own learning and will likely 
spend less time academically engaged. 

 Another student-mediated approach to 
increase AET involves having students set their 
own goals for engagement and learning (Bandura 
et al.,  1992  ) . Goal-setting strategies provide 
opportunities for students to establish and moni-
tor a personal learning goal for each day. By 
allowing students to set their own goals for learn-
ing, they can become empowered and may expe-
rience greater motivation to work toward their 
goals. Harmin and Toth  (  2006  )  described a goal-
setting procedure in which at the beginning of the 
day, the teacher invites students to identify one 
goal for themselves and record it in an individu-
alized log book. At the end of the day, students 
refl ect on how successful they were at reaching 
their goals and share this with the class. 
Establishing daily goals has been shown to main-
tain students’ engagement in learning activities 
throughout the day (Rock,  2005  ) . 

 Self-management skills, particularly self-mon-
itoring and goal setting, are also effective for 
increasing the degree to which students complete 
homework assignments (Cooper, Robinson, & 
Patall,  2006 ; Dawson,  2007  ) . Effective use of 
homework in itself is a way to maximize academic 

engaged time because it extends learning time 
beyond the typical school day (Cooper et al., 
 2006  ) . To ensure that homework is being used 
most effectively, teachers should assign work that 
is relevant to current learning objectives, matched 
to students’ abilities, motivating, assigned in con-
sistent amounts, and reviewed the following day. 
Other effective homework strategies may include 
(a) communicating with parents and families 
about homework expectations, (b) providing fre-
quent progress reports when needed, (c) clearly 
explaining homework assignments to students, 
(d) establishing classroom homework routines 
and a system for helping students with homework, 
(e) teaching effective study skills, and, when pos-
sible, (f) incorporating student or creating a menu 
of homework assignments (Dawson).   

   Concluding Remarks 

 The link between time and learning remains well 
documented in educational research. The rela-
tionship between time and learning, however, 
depends on the degree to which available time is 
devoted to high-quality instruction and the extent 
to which students are motivated to invest time in 
learning. Any addition to allocated time will 
improve achievement to the extent that it is actu-
ally used for instruction and, in turn, converted to 
academic engaged time for learners. Simply 
assigning more study time to a topic will not auto-
matically increase the student’s learning. When 
instructional quality, appropriateness of instruc-
tion relative to student abilities, and incentives for 
learning, however, are all high, then more time 
will pay off in greater learning. The key is to max-
imize students’ academic engaged time. 

 In one form or another, learning time plays an 
important role in understanding, predicting, and 
controlling instructional processes across a range 
of activities. Indeed, AET has the potential to cap-
ture critical aspects of the teaching-learning pro-
cess, including student motivation. For researchers, 
AET is not only an instructional time variable, it 
is actually a measure or quantifi able index of 
quality of instruction. The assumption is that as 
AET is accrued, quality instruction is taking place. 
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To the extent that research underscores the need to 
maximize AET, investigators must continue to 
address what can be done to enhance or increase 
AET for all learners, particularly learners who 
may be at risk for school failure (Goodman,  1990 ; 
Woelfel,  2005  ) . Making good use of existing time, 
whereby students experience high success on 
meaningful tasks, is more likely to substantially 
increase both AET and student achievement than 
simply allocating more instructional time (e.g., 
lengthening the school day or year). It is only 
when instructional time is used effi ciently and 
effectively, when student motivation for engage-
ment is high, and when AET is maximized that 
more time will result in improved academic out-
comes for all learners.      
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  Abstract 

 This chapter develops a defi nition of engagement which is underpinned by 
a participatory enquiry paradigm and invites an exploration of patterns 
and relationships between variables rather than a focus on a single vari-
able. It suggests that engagement is best understood as a complex system 
including a range of interrelated factors internal and external to the learner, 
in place and in time, which shape his or her engagement with learning 
opportunities. The implications of this approach are explored fi rst in terms of 
student identity, learning power and competences and second in terms 
of student participation in the construction of knowledge through authen-
tic enquiry. Examples are used to illustrate the arguments which have been 
generated from research into the theory and practice of Learning Power 
and from the Learning Futures programme in the UK and Australia. The 
chapter argues that what is necessary for deep engagement in the twenty-
fi rst century is a pedagogy and an assessment system which empower 
 individuals to become aware of their identity as learners through making 
choices about what, where and how they learn and to make meaningful 
connections with their life stories and aspirations in authentic pedagogy. 
In this context, the teacher is a facilitator or coach for learning rather than 
a purveyor of expert knowledge.    

   Introduction    

 The focus in education policy in the last two 
decades on measuring and raising academic stan-
dards has increased the attention of policy makers 

and leaders on teaching and the acquisition of 
knowledge, skills and understanding predeter-
mined by national curricula and assessed against 
‘standards’. Essentially the process is ‘top down’ – 
students are recipients of predetermined knowl-
edge sets and the task of teachers is to make the 
experience as engaging as possible for young peo-
ple. Whilst this ‘delivery’ model works for some, 
particularly students whose social and cultural 
capital enables them to ‘buy in’ to this agenda, for 
too many there is increasing disengagement which 
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manifests as either passive compliance or more 
active rejection of the status quo (Wehlage & 
Rutter,  1986  ) . The compliant disengaged may not 
be noticed unless they are at a critical borderline 
in terms of the school’s target outcomes, but active 
rejecters of the status quo vote with their feet, 
causing considerable political concern. The focus 
on outcomes concentrates pedagogical attention 
on the public and measurable aspects of learning. 
Whilst this is important, if it is at the expense of 
the personal and less easily measurable aspects of 
learning, such as learning identity and the disposi-
tions, values and attitudes necessary for students 
to be able to take advantage of particular learning 
opportunities, then there is an impact on the qual-
ity of student engagement. Engagement in the 
form of compliance with a particular school and 
family culture may yield learning that is fragile 
and dependent, with a passive acceptance and 
memorisation of rules, concepts and information 
and ways of doing things transmitted in traditional 
ways. Such ‘passive’ engagement does not equip 
the learner to cope when things go wrong, or are 
no longer straightforward, or when knowledge 
needs to be applied in complex situations or inte-
grated into a personal narrative. In contrast to this, 
deep engagement in learning requires personal 
investment and commitment – learning has to be 
meaningful and purposeful in the life of the learner 
and this is not procured simply by external 
demands (Haste,  2001  ) . 

   Worldview Challenges 

 Underpinning these issues of student engagement 
are two key ‘taken for granted’ worldview issues. 
The fi rst is an epistemological one, to do with the 
nature of knowledge and how human beings 
come to know – that is, to encounter and appro-
priate existing funds of knowledge and to gener-
ate and re-formulate knowledge in new contexts. 
The second is anthropological, to do with the 
nature of the person who is learning – and how he 
or she develops a sense of self, learning, identity 
and purpose in different sociocultural contexts. 
Educational practices are shaped by paradigmatic 
views of both knowledge and what it means to be 

human – and thus contemporary approaches to 
student engagement in learning refl ect these 
worldviews. Bottery’s  (  1992  )  analysis of four 
major Western educational ideologies demon-
strates how each has a differing view of the child, 
the teacher, the nature of knowledge, assessment 
and purpose of schooling. In the intervening two 
decades since Bottery’s analysis, a dominant ide-
ology infl uencing approaches to the reform of 
education combines managerialism (or the ‘new 
public management’) and public choice theory 
(Aucoin,  1990 ; Self,  2000  ) . For Goldspink 
 (  2007b , p. 77), managerialism is an application 
of managerial method to public institutions and 
public choice theory is an extension of the logic 
of economic markets to administrative and politi-
cal exchange (Stretton & Orchard,  1994 ; Udehn, 
 1996  ) . This ideology, combined with curricula 
shaped by traditional subjects, with underlying 
assumptions of scientifi c reductionism, leads to a 
tendency towards what Perkins  (  2010  )  describes 
as ‘elementitis’. This is a way of approaching 
complexity by focusing on the elements rather 
than the whole, or what Darling-Hammond 
 (  1997  )  described as a ‘piecemeal curriculum’, or 
Langer  (  1989  )  as ‘mindless’ education. 

 It is perhaps not surprising in this context that 
studies of engagement in learning have often 
focused on elements rather than the whole. 
Fredricks, Blumenfeld, and Paris  (  2004  )  sum-
marise their review of engagement by suggesting 
that the individual types of engagement (behav-
ioural, cognitive, emotional) have ‘not been stud-
ied in combination, either as results of antecedents 
nor as infl uences on outcomes’ and that research 
has tended to use variable-centred rather than pat-
tern-centred techniques, cross-sectional rather 
than longitudinal. In other words, studies have 
focused on particular elements of engagement, 
and few, if any, have attempted to look at engage-
ment from the perspective of all the relevant ele-
ments and the patterns and relationships between 
them. The result is that we have little information 
about the interactions between different aspects of 
engagement and little information about the devel-
opment and malleability of engagement over time 
(Fredricks et al.,  2004 , p. 87). If engagement is a 
multidimensional construct, infl uenced by place, 
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time, cultural and social context, as well as factors 
internal to the person, then it follows that it is 
important to understand the complex and dialecti-
cal relationships between the relevant aspects and 
to understand engagement as a complex system of 
systems, including systems internal to the student 
(such as motivation, agency, meaning making and 
identity) and in the environment (such as peda-
gogy, management of learning and culture). 
Figure  32.1  sets this out in diagrammatic form.  

 In this chapter, I fi rst explore a defi nition of 
engagement which is underpinned by a participa-
tory enquiry paradigm which invites an exploration 
of patterns and relationships between variables 

(such as assessment practices and motivation for 
learning) rather than a focus on a single variable 
(such as  only  cognitive engagement). Next I explore 
the implications of this in two ways: fi rst for learn-
ing – in terms of student identity, learning power 
and competences; and second for curriculum – in 
terms of student participation in the construction of 
knowledge. I will illustrate my argument with 
empirical resources generated from two sources. 
First is the 10-year ‘ELLI’ research programme 
(  www.vitalpartnerships.com    ), which has explored 
and examined the development of engaged learners 
who understand and are able to deploy their 
own learning power and the implications for 

  Fig. 32.1    Understanding engagement in learning as a system of systems       
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 pedagogy, using the Effective Lifelong Learning 
Inventory (ELLI), a self-report inventory designed 
to assess a person’s learning power. The more recent 
Learning Futures programme in the UK with its 
innovative school level practices aimed at increas-
ing student engagement in learning is the second 
source. The Learning Futures programme was 
funded by the Paul Hamlyn Foundation, in partner-
ship with the Innovation Unit and worked with a 
cluster of 15 schools to develop a model of deep 
engagement in learning (Innovation Unit  2008 ). 

 These two programmes of professional devel-
opment and research, generated from different 
sources, have involved several hundred teachers 
and tutors and several thousand learners. The 
focus of the ELLI programme has been on the 
dynamic assessment of learning power and ways 
in which teachers and schools can progressively 
hand over responsibility for learning to students 
(e.g.,    Deakin Crick,  2009a     ; Deakin Crick & 
Grushka,  2010 ; Deakin Crick & Yu,  2008 ; 
Goodson & Deakin Crick,  2009 ; Jaros & Deakin 
Crick,  2007  ) . The focus of the Learning Futures 
programme has been on the organizational condi-
tions in schools which support engagement, 
including enquiry-based learning, coaching and 
mentoring, school as base camp and school as 
learning commons (Deakin Crick, Jelfs, Ren, & 
Symonds,  2010 ; Paul Hamlyn Foundation & 
Innovation Unit,  2010  ) .   

   Deep Engagement 

 Within the literature, it is common to distinguish 
between engagement measured by conformance 
or compliance (e.g., attendance), academic 
engagement (e.g., commitment to a limited range 
of academic performance criteria or passing the 
tests) and intellectual engagement. The former is 
concerned with whether students conform to the 
rules of an institution – it has little to say about 
processes or outcomes of learning. The second 
concentrates on a very limited subset of outcomes 
of schooling, whilst the last implies a more com-
plete concern with learning process and outcomes 
at the whole person level. This last approach is 
refl ected in current policy goals for education in 

many countries and is the approach advocated 
here because it enables a fuller theorisation about 
the person who is learning, his or her develop-
ment as a person in the community and the ways 
in which proximal and distal social environments 
infl uence that learning, which is important for 
understanding deep engagement. 

 Deep engagement in learning is particularly 
important in the fl uid, networked and global 
twenty-fi rst century world for two reasons, as 
Bauman eloquently argues. First, the contempo-
rary search for identity is ‘the side-effect and 
 by-product of the combination of globalising and 
individualising pressures and the tensions they 
spawn’ (Bauman,  2001 , p. 52) and, second, ‘edu-
cational philosophy and theory face the unfamiliar 
and challenging task of theorising a formative 
process which is not guided from the start by the 
target form designed in advance’ (Bauman,  2001 , 
p. 139). We need a theory and practice of engage-
ment in learning which facilitates the formation 
of identity and combines this with processes for 
scaffolding and supporting the processes of 
knowledge creation in a world where relevant 
outcomes can no longer be predetermined. 

 When a learner is deeply engaged in learning, 
he or she is an intentional participant in a social 
process which is taking place over time. Seely 
Brown and Thomas  (  2009 , p. 1) argue that we 
need to embrace a theory of ‘learning to become’ 
in contrast to theories of learning which see 
 learning as a process of becoming  something . 
They say that the twentieth century worldview shift 
from learning as transmission to learning as inter-
pretation is now being replaced by learning as 
participation – fuelled by structural changes in 
the way communication happens through new 
technologies and media. Participation is embod-
ied and experienced – and embraces tacit as well 
as explicit knowledge (Polanyi,  1967  ) .

  The potential revolution for learning that the net-
worked world provides is the ability to create scal-
able environments for learning that engages the 
tacit as well as the explicit dimensions of knowl-
edge. The term we have been using for this, bor-
rowed from Polanyi is indwelling. Understanding 
this notion requires us to think about the connection 
between experience, embodiment and learning. 
(Thomas    & Seeley Brown, 2009, p. 10).   
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 This way of knowing is fundamentally experi-
ential (Heron & Reason,  1997 ; Reason,  2005  )  
and positions the person, as learner, as part of a 
whole in relation to fellow humans and the natu-
ral world. Experiential knowing – through direct 
encounter – is the distinguishing feature of a par-
ticipatory enquiry paradigm and is the foundation 
for the development of critical subjectivity (Heron 
& Reason,  1997 ). 

 The experience of deep engagement then is 
multidimensional and implies participation and 
experience which leads to personal commitment 
and investment in learning over time (Fredricks 
et al.,  2004 , p. 82). This form of engagement can 
be understood as ‘deep’ in that it is prolonged, 
purposeful and enacted in a sociohistorical tra-
jectory. It inevitably includes an ethical dimen-
sion because it is about how a person embodies 
and enacts their learning in the world. The fi rst 
part of a working defi nition of deep engagement 
in learning, or our way of recognising it when it 
happens, is when a learner becomes personally 
absorbed in and committed to participation in the 
processes of learning and the mastery of a (cho-
sen) topic, or task, to the highest level of which 
they are capable. This means that he or she will 
be aware of, and attend to, the processes of learn-
ing, rather than just the outcome, and will utilise 
his or her own power to learn to serve his or her 
chosen purpose – developing his or her learning 
identity and mindfully using the scaffolding pro-
vided to pursue the journey towards his or her 
chosen outcome. He or she will increasingly take 
responsibility for his or her own learning trajec-
tory, and his or her learning will be meaningful to 
him or her, both in his or her life beyond the 
classroom and in the trajectory of his or her par-
ticular life story. 

 This defi nition of engagement goes beyond 
the more recent consensus which has emerged 
around the integration of the cognitive, affective 
and behavioural elements of engagement 
(Fredricks et al.,  2004 ; Guthrie & Wigfi eld,  2000  )  
because it assumes a critical sociocultural con-
text in which students identify value and purpose 
in their learning and take responsibility as agents 
of their learning, embodied in a particular context 
in place and over time (Goodson,  2009 ; Goodson 

& Beista,  2010 ; Goodson & Deakin Crick,  2009  ) . 
It is critical because it involves ‘humanisation’ 
(Freire,  1972  )  and emancipatory rationality 
(Habermas,  1973  )  and is embodied and located 
within the personal and communal narratives 
through which human beings seek and make 
meaning; thus, it is also ethical. Deep engage-
ment leads to what Bateson  (  1972  )  describes as 
third-level learning, which involves personal 
transformation – rather than only repetition (pri-
mary learning) or learning to learn (secondary 
learning).  

   Engagement and Motivation 
for Learning 

 It is a sine qua non that in order to be engaged in 
learning, a person needs to be motivated to learn – 
to have a ‘desire to engage’ of suffi cient quality 
that it drives the individual to take advantage of 
particular learning opportunities. Motivation thus 
precedes engagement. In a systematic review of 
the impact of testing and assessment on students’ 
motivation for learning, Harlen and Deakin Crick 
 (  2003a,   2003b  )  identifi ed 19 studies from a total 
collection of 183 which explored, through differ-
ent research designs, the impact of assessment on 
students’ motivation for learning. Overall, the 
review suggested that summative testing and 
assessment can unwittingly depress motivation 
for learning and that motivation itself is a complex 
construct which should be an outcome of educa-
tion as well as a precedent. The study argued that 
motivation for learning is infl uenced by a range of 
psychosocial factors both internal to the learner 
and present in the learner’s social and natural 
environment. The American Psychological 
Association’s Learner Centred Principles  (  1997  )  
focus on factors that are internal to and under the 
control of the learner, as well as taking account of 
the environmental and contextual factors which 
interact with those internal factors (McCombs & 
Lauer,  1997  ) . Of these 14 principles, three deal 
directly with motivation for learning. The fi rst of 
these has to do with the motivational and emo-
tional infl uences on learning, which are affected 
by the learner’s emotional state, beliefs, interests, 
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goals and habits of thinking. The second refers to 
the learner’s creativity, higher-order thinking and 
natural curiosity that contribute to intrinsic moti-
vation to learn. Intrinsic motivation for learning is 
stimulated by tasks of optimal novelty and diffi -
culty, relevant to personal interests and providing 
for personal choice and control. The third principle 
has to do with the effect of motivation on extended 
learner effort and guided practice – without moti-
vation to learn, the willingness to exert this effort 
is unlikely without coercion. These three broad 
principles indicate the range of factors that have to 
be taken into account when considering motiva-
tion for learning. They have to do with the learner’s 
sense of self, expressed through values and atti-
tudes; with the learner’s engagement with learn-
ing, including their sense of control and effi cacy; 
and with the learner’s willingness to exert effort to 
achieve a learning goal. 

 None of the studies in this review dealt with 
all the variables included in the concept of moti-
vation for learning, but the reviewers grouped 
them according to the particular outcomes that 
were investigated in terms of motivation for 
learning. Expressed from a learner’s perspective, 
these three groups were as follows:
    1.    What I feel and think about myself as a learner  
    2.    The energy I have for the task  
    3.    How I perceive my capacity to undertake the 

task.     
 This tripartite construction of the term moti-

vation for learning was developed in response to 
the range of empirical studies on aspects of moti-
vation for learning drawn from around the world. 
It goes beyond a behavioural defi nition and draws 
attention to the ‘personhood’ and the identity of 
the learner. This attention to the self of the learner 
is important because the capacity of the individ-
ual to become the ‘author’ of their own learning 
is another defi ning feature of both motivation for 
and deep engagement in learning. The ‘author’ 
metaphor implies intentional self-direction 
(Black, McCormick, James, & Pedder,  2006  )  and 
the creation of a unique story. However, beyond 
this, and relevant to engagement, are the lateral 
and temporal connectivities which shape a per-
son’s sense of self, particularly personal and 
communal stories and networks of relationships 

(Bloomer,  2001 ; Bloomer & Hodkinson,  2000  ) . 
Attending to the self raises challenges for con-
temporary pedagogy, particularly within a high 
accountability, outcomes-focused framework; 
the theoretical and practical implications are sig-
nifi cant. Finding ways of enabling learners to 
make meaningful connections between their own 
life story, the world in which they live, their 
 particular community and tradition and the pro-
cesses and content of their learning in school 
requires a personalised and local approach and 
learning and assessment strategies which can 
move easily between personal and public 
domains. In the following sections, I begin to 
explore some of the aspects of learning which are 
relevant to engagement, using the metaphor of 
learners as ‘authors’ heuristically. To be an 
‘author’ of one’s own learning suggests that (a) 
there is an agentic self who is producing the 
‘texts’ of learning, (b) there is a coherent story to 
be told and (c) there is a context in time and place 
within which the learning is taking place.  

   Elements of Deep Engagement 
in Learning 

   Perezhivanie: Resources of the Self 

 An author does not arrive at the creation of a 
story empty handed. Rather he or she has already 
an idea to pursue, drawn from his or her experi-
ence and interest. In the same way, the learner 
arrives at a learning opportunity already possess-
ing a way of knowing and being in the world 
which is the sum of their experience to date. 
Vygotsky  (  1962/1934 ,  1978  )  described this as 
‘Perezhivanie’, the term used for accumulated 
lived emotional experience, including values, 
attitudes, beliefs, schemas and affect. For 
Vygotsky, Perezhivanie is the process through 
which interactions in the ‘zone of proximal devel-
opment’ are perceived by the learner. The ‘zone 
of proximal development’ is entered when a 
learner and a more experienced other participate 
in a relationship of ‘cognitive scaffolding’ 
through which the learner becomes more capable 
of achieving particular learning outcomes through 
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modelling, imitation and repetition. What a 
learner brings to learning in this context is deeply 
personal and unique, although necessarily expe-
rienced and accumulated over time in the context 
of relationship, community and tradition. Mahn 
and John-Steiner  (  2002  )  argued that by expand-
ing the scope of the examination of the zone of 
proximal development, we can understand it as a 
complex whole, a system of systems which 
includes the interrelated and interdependent ele-
ments of participants, environments, artefacts 
(such as computers or tools) and context. In order 
to develop a theoretical purchase on this concept 
of ‘Perezhivanie’ and explore further its implica-
tions for engagement in learning, we will break it 
down into ‘identity’, ‘story’ and ‘values, attitudes 
and dispositions’ (see Fig.  32.2 ).   

   Identity: The Missing Link 

 Sfard and Prusak  (  2005  )  suggest that the notion 
of identity is the missing link between learning 
and its sociocultural context.

  We believe that the notion of identity is a perfect 
candidate for the role of “the missing link” in the 
researchers’ story of the complex dialectic between 
learning and its socio-cultural context. We thus 
concur with the increasingly popular idea of replac-
ing the traditional discourse on schooling with the 
talk about “construction of identities” (Lave & 
Wenger,  1991 , p. 53) or about the “longer-term 
agenda of identity building” (Lemke,  2000 ; Nasir 
& Saxe,  2003  ) . (Sfard & Prusak,  2005 , p. 15).   

 For Sfard and Prusak, identities are stories 
about persons. They defi ne identities as    ‘collec-
tions of stories about persons that are ‘reifying, 
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endorsable by others and signifi cant’ and argue 
that a person’s stories about themselves are pro-
foundly infl uenced by the stories that important 
others tell about that person. Identities are discur-
sive counterparts of one’s lived experiences – they 
are stories which are told and re-told and which 
are open and susceptible to change. The impor-
tance of this for understanding engagement in 
learning is that positive identity talk – that is, 
reifying statements such as ‘I am resilient’, or 
‘You are creative’ – makes people more able to 
engage with new challenges or opportunities in 
terms of their past experiences. Identity as a dis-
cursive activity becomes an important bridge 
between the lived experience a person brings to 
the learning encounter and the movement forwards 
towards the construction of a new identity. Since 
all learning includes a knowledge content – learn-
ing is always about some new knowledge of some 
sort – it follows that the process of knowledge 
construction can also scaffold identify formation. 

 Sfard and Prusak go on to operationalise their 
defi nition of identity for learning by describing 
the gap between a person’s actual identity and 
their designated identity:

  The reifying, signifi cant narratives about a person 
can be split into two subsets: actual identity, con-
sisting of stories about the actual state of affairs, 
and designated identity, consisting of narratives 
presenting a state of affairs which, for one reason 
or another, is expected to be the case, if not now 
then in the future  (  2005 , p. 18).   

 For the learner as ‘author’, the space between 
the ‘actual’ and the ‘designated’ is a powerful site 
for engagement and another way of conceptualis-
ing the zone of proximal development. Pedagogy 
for engagement must fi rst acknowledge this space 
and second facilitate the learner in actively and 
critically narrating the terrain it represents. Such 
pedagogical skills of facilitation are more akin to 
coaching than to traditional teaching or mentor-
ing because the purpose is to facilitate the learner 
to become the author of his or her own learning 
journey rather than to transmit information or 
know-how from an expert to a novice. Where a 
person is severely disengaged from learning – for 
example, a young offender in prison for vio-
lent crime who may be ‘stuck’ with their actual 

identity – then the facilitation task begins to look 
more like counselling because the task will be to 
explore those factors in a person’s story which 
block movement forwards and to help them to 
re-imagine a designated identity: who they want 
to become. This relates to knowledge construc-
tion in that the starting point for engagement is 
interest in  something  such as an object, or arte-
fact, or event or place. To be interested in some-
thing, that something has to have meaning to the 
‘learner’ to connect to their life story in a particu-
lar way. Building on that interest (which is per-
sonal and idiosyncratic) are certain thinking and 
learning capabilities such as observing, generat-
ing questions or more sophisticated knowledge 
mapping. These are all activities undertaken by 
the learner in the process of knowledge construc-
tion about something and engagement in the task 
of knowledge construction is fuelled by its mean-
ingfulness to the learner.  

   Personal and Community Stories 

 Within this participatory framing of learning, the 
individual learner is not a ‘monad’ or an ‘island’ 
but is defi ned and realised in relation to other 
people. He or she constructs meaning through 
time in the form of stories which are developed in 
the context of relationships, through telling, wit-
nessing and retelling. A person’s ‘reifying, 
endorsable and signifi cant stories’, which consti-
tute his or her identity, are developed discursively 
in relationships and community. This discursive 
process inevitably draws on the wider commu-
nity stories and worldviews that shape the ‘oughts 
and permissions’, the symbols and values and 
power structures in a particular community. Such 
stories are particular to time and place, embodied, 
told and re-told locally. They shape the habits, 
traditions and rituals of learning – the disposi-
tions, values and attitudes which a learner brings 
to each encounter with new learning opportuni-
ties. For example, in a community where unem-
ployment is historical and widespread, young 
people growing up are likely to imbibe the wider 
community story of resignation and low aspira-
tion and internalise it as part of their own actual 
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and designated identity. Their identity as learners – 
that is, their sense of confi dence to learn and 
change and their awareness of their own power to 
learn – is therefore a key vehicle for self-directed 
change, aspiration and movement towards 
designated identity.  

   Personal Qualities: Values, Attitudes 
and Dispositions for Learning 

 The process of moving from a particular identity 
towards a designated one is a discursive activity. 
In Vygotskian terms, it is also scaffolded – the 
quality of relationships and the language used 
within this discursive activity are of crucial 
importance. As well as language about the con-
tent of learning, it is the language of the values, 
attitudes and dispositions for learning which the 
learner needs in order to engage with the task of 
change. The term ‘disposition’ is not suffi cient to 
describe this because although it is in part a rich 
progeny of Aristotelian ‘hexus’ and connects with 
Bourdiuesian ‘habitus’, it is all too often reduced 
simply to a ‘tendency to behave in a certain way’. 
What is being described here is a set of personal 
qualities or orientations towards learning 
which are understood and manifested in thought, 
feeling and action and derived from values and 
attitudes – sets of beliefs with affective loading. 
The term ‘learning power’ is more appropriate 
because it incorporates values, attitudes and dis-
positions and in addition invokes the important 
concept of agency and use. 

 For example, say a learner has chosen to 
engage with learning about volcanoes. His or her 
designated identity is to become ‘someone who 
knows a lot about volcanoes’. To become that 
designated person, he or she will need to utilise 
his or her  curiosity  in uncovering information, he 
or she will need to be  creative  in order to devise 
ways of understanding how volcanoes work and 
 resilient  in the face of challenge. He or she will 
need to map new knowledge to what he or she 
already knows ( meaning making ) and have a 
sense of the extent and purpose of the task and 
what resources he or she needs to deploy ( strate-
gic awareness ). He or she will need a level of 

confi dence in his or her capacity to move towards 
his or her designated identity ( changing and 
learning ) and to utilise his or her social resources 
to optimise his or her learning ( learning relation-
ships ). Such personal qualities constitute  learn-
ing power  – empirically derived clusters of 
values, attitudes and dispositions which are nec-
essary for an individual’s engagement with learn-
ing opportunities. 

 These seven dimensions emerged from suc-
cessive factor analytic studies (Deakin Crick, 
 2004 ; Deakin Crick, Broadfoot, & Claxton, 
 2004 ; Deakin Crick & Yu,  2008  ) . They have been 
constituted into the ELLI, a self-report question-
naire designed both to measure a person’s learn-
ing power at any moment in time and to stimulate 
personal change through providing a framework 
for a coaching conversation between a learner 
and teacher/facilitator. The online questionnaire 
produces a spider diagram, with no numbers, 
which represents what the individual says about 
themselves in terms of the seven dimensions of 
learning power. Ten years of studies with 
 school-age children, students in further and 
higher education and adults in the workplace 
have demonstrated the value of awareness of 
these dimensions of learning power in stimulat-
ing engagement in learning.  

   Learning Power and Engagement 
at Work: An Illustration 

 The importance of the relationship between per-
sonal learning power and engagement is particu-
larly stark in remote indigenous communities in 
northern Australia where there is a powerful leg-
acy of marginalisation and the systematic disen-
franchisement over 200 years of a particular way 
of life with its unique ways of knowing, being 
and relating, traditions and rituals. As an extreme 
example (alas not the only one), it has explana-
tory power for mainstream pedagogy. What fol-
lows is an explanation of how learning power can 
form a bridge between individual and community 
identity and engagement in formal learning 
opportunities and then a particular example of 
their application. 
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 In order for young people in these communi-
ties to become authors of their own learning, and 
to articulate positive designated identities, there 
is a pedagogical imperative for the facilitation of 
authentic connections between these  particular  ways 
of knowing, being and doing in  particular  com-
munities and the discursive tasks of identity for-
mation and the generation of learning power. 
Metaphor, symbol, image and narrative are pow-
erful ways of forming a bridge between two 
worlds, between a particular culture and learning 
power (Deakin Crick & Grushka,  2010 ; Grushka, 
 2009  ) . They are epistemologically rich because 
they form a link between two worlds – the experi-
ence and ‘Perezhivanie’ of the learner and his or 
her community and ideas and practices for learn-
ing and (re) engagement in public ‘curricula’. 
Metaphor, image and story can create conditions 
for the development of deep learning which car-
ries the qualities of the development of critical 
subjectivity (Heron & Reason,  1997  )  through 
generating and linking experiential, presenta-
tional, narrative and propositional knowledge. 

 In the twenty-fi rst century, even the most 
remote communities are both local and global – 
cyberspace is ubiquitous. Remote and relatively 
underdeveloped communities are connected to 
cyberculture through mobile technologies. The 
shaping power of cyberspace creates both chal-
lenges and opportunities for identity construction 
and engagement in learning. The sheer complexity 
and volume of communication and information 
overwhelm traditional ways of organising and 
communicating knowledge whilst opening up 
new opportunities and necessities. Cyberspace 
challenges traditional ways of living and learning 
whilst at the same time enabling their reconstruc-
tion and reformulation because it makes knowl-
edge and information widely available and 
provides new tools and artefacts for participation 
which can transgress geographical and economic 
boundaries. For example, the ELLI tool is stored 
online on cloud servers, in a secure repository 
called ‘The Learning Warehouse’ and local 
organisations use a ‘portal’ to access the tools 
and ideas, whilst a ‘trade entrance’ enables 
researchers with appropriate permissions to 
access anonymised data for analysis.  

   Learning Power and Engagement 
in Indigenous Australian Communities 

 The following example, drawn from research and 
development projects in Northern Territory, 
Australia, provides a graphic illustration of the 
power of cyberspace to enable a remote indige-
nous community to connect their traditional cul-
ture with the ideas and practices of learning 
power drawn from research. Damien is a teacher 
in Gapuwiyak School who has led the commu-
nity in identifying six birds from the Yolongu 
sacred songlines, and a seventh bird, which is not 
sacred, which function as metaphors and symbols 
for the seven dimensions of learning power. For 
example, the Sea Eagle, or Djert, was chosen to 
represent the quality of critical curiosity, and the 
Emu, or Wurrpan, was chosen to represent the 
quality of strategic awareness. After long discus-
sions with the whole community, these seven 
birds were ratifi ed by the elders, painted in origi-
nal indigenous art forms and used to communi-
cate about learning power with the community. In 
this picture, Damian has copied his own learning 
power profi le from the computer onto a white-
board and attached the original paintings of the 
seven birds at the relevant points of his own spi-
der diagram. He is facilitating his community in 
understanding learning power as part of the dis-
cursive act of identity formation – and giving an 
invitation to the community to participate in 
learning, to re-create constructive learning iden-
tities, which will facilitate the construction of 
new designated identities (Deakin Crick, Grushka, 
Heitmeyer, & Nicholson,  2010  )  (Fig   .  32.3 ).    

   The Relationship Between Learning 
Power and Engagement 

 The model of deep engagement described in this 
chapter is one which connects the learner’s sense 
of identity and agency with their personal learning 
power, and these are utilised by the learner in a 
meaningful process of knowledge construction 
which leads to active engagement in the world. 
These have been referred to elsewhere as four sta-
tions in the learning journey (Deakin Crick,  2009b  ) . 
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They represent four pedagogical moments which 
require attention for deep engagement in learning 
(Fig.  32.4 ).  

 Research into learning power suggests that its 
pedagogical value is important for engagement 
because self-assessment of values, attitudes and 
dispositions for learning (learning power) pro-
vides a framework for a coaching conversation 
which both refl ects ‘backward’ to the individual’s 
learning identity whilst also providing a frame-
work for scaffolding the journey forwards 
towards the construction of new knowledge and 
its meaningful application. This is a pathway 
for the development of critical subjectivity since 
it engages experiential, presentational, proposi-
tional and practical ways of knowing as a pathway 
towards intelligent and principled participation 

in the world (Heron & Reason,  1997  ) . The follow-
ing sections address key pedagogical themes 
which are important in this process: language and 
place, coaching relationships and conversations 
and scaffolding the process of knowledge 
construction. 

   Language and Place 

 The research into learning power provides a lan-
guage which can be appropriated differently in 
diverse communities, in diverse places, and can be 
used to conduct ‘identity talk’ about learning and 
about how a person might choose to engage with 
learning opportunities. If identity formation is a 
discursive activity, then it follows that language is 

  Fig. 32.3    Identity formation as a discursive community activity       
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required as a medium for that discourse. The richer 
the language and the more it refl ects, harmonises 
and critiques the community’s stories, which 
shape the individual’s, the more useful it is in cre-
ating the conditions for engagement. What Damien 
was doing in the picture, extending the verbal lan-
guage of learning power through art, was creating 
a visual language which connects the deep experi-
ential knowledge of his people with the concepts 
and ideas of learning power. Engagement in learning 
is always placed and particular (Deakin Crick & 
Grushka,  2010 ; Deakin Crick, Grushka et al.,  2010 ; 
Goodson & Deakin Crick,  2009  ) . In this example, 
it was signifi cant simply to be having these conver-
sations with people who have been traditionally 
disenfranchised from formal western schooling 
traditions. The fi rst stage is to open up the possibil-
ity of learning and change – the next step is to util-
ise that hopefulness, through coaching conversations 
in the context of trustful relationships so that the 
individual can begin to identify and appropriate 
more formal learning opportunities.  

   Framework for a Coaching 
Conversation 

 A learning power profi le provides a framework 
for such coaching conversations which move in 

the zone between the identity of the learner and a 
particular negotiated learning outcome. The fact 
that the assessment is based on a measurement 
derived from a self-report questionnaire is impor-
tant because it refl ects back to the individual what 
they have said about themselves. The feedback 
(Fig.  32.5 ) is in the form of a spider diagram 
without numbers, and the purpose is for the 
learner and a coach or facilitator to refl ect on the 
shape, how it connects to lived experience and 
how it might be changed, or on the changes to the 
shape after a second assessment event. The 
shaded inner spider diagram represents the pre-
test measure from the self-report questionnaire, 
and the post-test measure is the single, outer line. 
In this case, the individual’s second self-assess-
ment shows an increase in critical curiosity, cre-
ativity, learning relationships and strategic 
awareness. This was a young person in higher 
education in Bahrain, who had experienced 
coaching conversations with a tutor about her 
spider diagram, which included the formulations 
of targets – what the individual wanted to change 
and why and how she could achieve that change 
in the highly academic context in which she was 
learning.  

 Feedback alone is not suffi cient for deep 
engagement. For deep engagement, the assess-
ment event needs to be located within a pedagogy 

  Fig. 32.5    An individual learning power profi le with pre- and post-measures       
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which attends to ‘identity’ and ‘authorship’ in 
learning, in a community which operationalises 
both a shared language with which to describe 
learning power and pedagogical skill in coaching 
as well as teaching. What is necessary is a peda-
gogy and an assessment system which empowers 
individuals to become aware of their identity as 
learners through making choices about both what, 
where and how they learn, and to make meaning-
ful connections with their life stories and aspira-
tions in authentic pedagogy. In this context, the 
teacher is a facilitator or coach for learning, rather 
than a purveyor of expert knowledge. The quality 
of trust is a core resource for such coaching (Bryk 
& Schneider,  2002  ) .  

   Scaffolding the Process of Knowledge 
Construction 

 The third theme is that the dimensions of learning 
power provide a framework for the journey from 
a chosen starting point, where the self is engaged, 
towards a negotiated learning outcome. The most 
powerful engagement for learning occurs where 
learning is authentic, active and enquiry led 
(Newmann,  1996 ; Newmann, Marks & Gamoran, 
 1996  ) . The fi rst condition for this is when the 
learner is personally involved in selecting the 
focus for their enquiry which has meaning and 
relevance to them in their lives beyond the class-
room and where the learner is the ‘author’ of their 
own learning journey. The second is where learn-
ing is designed as enquiry: the co-construction of 
knowledge through disciplined enquiry which 
involves building on a prior knowledge base, 
striving for in-depth understanding and express-
ing fi ndings through elaborated communication. 
The third is when the learner is actively engaged 
in the production of discourse, products or per-
formances that have relevance to learners beyond 
school and require more active engagement than 
simply repetition, retrieving information and 
memorisation of facts or rules (Deakin Crick, 
Jelfs et al.,  2010  ) . These fi ndings from the 
Learning Futures project, drawing on both quan-
titative and qualitative data, are consistent with 
the research in authentic pedagogy developed in 

Chicago by Newman and colleagues (Newmann, 
 1996 ; Newmann & Wehlage,  1995 ; Newmann 
et al.,  1996  )  and the related research in Australia 
into quality teaching (Goldspink,  2007a,   2007b, 
  2008 ; Ladwig & Gore,  2004 ; Ladwig & King, 
 1991,   2003  ) . 

 The dimensions of learning power contribute 
to approaches to enquiry which are authentic and 
active because they bring a structure to learning 
which is assessable at key stages in the process 
and facilitates the process of identity construc-
tion. Research and development studies focusing 
on the learning power dimensions and enquiry 
identifi ed eight distinct stages in a sequential but 
iterative and cumulative enquiry pathway which 
map onto four key aspects of pedagogy for 
engagement: the self who is learning, the per-
sonal learning power necessary for engaging with 
learning opportunities; the construction of knowl-
edge and its application in the real world (Deakin 
Crick et al.,  2007 ; Jaros & Deakin Crick,  2007  ) . 
These begin with the personal, local and experi-
ential choice of the learner and move from there, 
invoking an increasingly complex sequence of 
thinking and learning capabilities, to an encoun-
ter with pre-existing funds of knowledge which 
constitute the formal curriculum. The learner is 
coached in that journey by a facilitator/coach 
who supports him and provides prompts, guid-
ance and resources at key points. The sequence 
begins with the person of the learner and her 
choice. It is described in Fig.  32.6  in table form, 
then in narrative. 

    First: Choosing:  The student is encouraged to 
choose an object or place that fascinates them. 
Careful, ‘hands-off’ prompting and guidance 
may be needed from the facilitator/coach to 
ensure that personal interest is strong and authen-
tic. The rest of the process will be highly infl u-
enced by the integrity of this choosing process. 
Sometimes the ‘object’ turns out to be a person or 
event – it is its susceptibility to observation and 
the strength of the student’s interest and engage-
ment that are important.  

   Second: Observing/describing : The learner 
observes and describes the chosen object/place, 
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both as a separate, objective entity and in relation 
to their own interest and reasons for choosing it. 
In this, the learner is developing their sense of 
personal responsibility. This initiates the cycles 
of a personal development process which is 
recorded in a  workbook  and in which the student, 
tutor and later others participate. It requires the 
student to develop the critical curiosity and stra-
tegic awareness necessary for independent learn-
ing, in the context of learning relationships. The 
student is also developing a sense of himself or 
herself as a learner who can change and grow 
over time.  

   Third: Questioning : The learner starts asking 
questions: obvious, but open ones, such as  How 
did it get there? What was there before? Why is it 
how it is? Who uses it? How and why did they get 
involved?  He or she is initiating and conducting a 
process of inquiry and investigation, driven by 
personal interest and shaped in turn by the 
answers to his or her own questions. The learner 
is exercising and developing critical curiosity. All 
the time, the student is encouraged to refl ect on 
their motivation, reasoning and identity as a 
motivator of their own learning.  

   Fourth: Storying:  The questioning leads to a sense 
of narrative, both around the chosen object and in 
the unfolding of new learning. Historical and 
present realities lead to a sense of ‘what might be’ 
both for the object/place and for the learner and 
their learning. She or he is becoming the author of 
his or her own ‘learning story’ or journey.  

   Fifth: Mapping : The learner begins to discern that 
this ‘ad hoc’ narrative leads in turn to new con-
cepts, propositions and knowledge. Self-
referenced learning starts to be related to a wider 
awareness of the ‘other’. The learning becomes a 
‘knowledge map’ which can be used to make 
sense of the journey and of new learning as it 
comes into view. The student is ‘making meaning’ 
by connecting new learning to the ‘story so far’.  

   Sixth: Connecting : With informed guidance and 
support from the teacher, the student’s widening 
‘map’ of knowledge can be related to existing 
maps or models of the world: scientifi c, histori-
cal, social, psychological, theological, philo-
sophical… This is where awareness of the 
diversity of possible ‘avenues of learning’ 
becomes useful. It requires the tutor or teacher to 

Thinking and Learning Capabilities

Eight steps-for framing pedagogy

Choosing and deciding

Observing and describing

Questioning

Storying

Mapping

Connecting

Reconciling

Validating

Applying

PERSONAL CHOICE

OBSERVE AND DESCRIBE

GENERATE QUESTIONS

UNCOVER NARRATIVES

CREATE KNOWLEDGE MAP

CONNECT TO EXISTING KNOWLEDGE

RECONCILE WITH ASSESSMENT PURPOSE

CONDUCT ASSESSMENT EVENT

APPLY NEW KNOWLEDGE

  Fig. 32.6    Sequence 
of stages in personalised 
enquiry       
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act as supporter, encourager and ‘tour guide’ in 
the student’s encounter with established and spe-
cialist sources and forms of knowledge.  

   Seventh: Reconciling : The student arrives at the 
interface between their personal inquiry and the 
specialist requirements of curriculum, course, 
examination or accreditation. The student’s 
development as learner enables them to encoun-
ter specialist knowledge and make sense of it, in 
relation to what they already know and in the way 
they already learn, interrogating it and interacting 
with it, instead of simply ‘receiving’ it, using the 
model of learning and ‘knowledge mapping’ 
skills they have developed through the inquiry. 
This is where the resilience will be tested, that 
will have started to grow through the responsibil-
ity and challenge of a self-motivated inquiry.  

   Eighth :  Validating : The student can forge links 
between what he or she now knows and institu-
tional and social structures receptive to it: quali-
fi cations, job opportunities, learning opportunities, 
needs, initiatives, outlets, relationships, accredi-
tation, publication…. This may take the form of a 
portfolio, presentation or written essay, based on 
the  workbook , making explicit both process and 
outcomes of the inquiry. The learning has met its 
communicative purpose. The learner has created 
a pathway from subjective response and observa-
tion towards the interface with established knowl-
edge. In doing so, he or she has also achieved 
life-enhancing personal development by asking 
and answering such questions as:  Who am I? 
What is my pathway? How did I get there? Where 
does it lead me? What were the alternatives? 
Who helped me and how?   

   Ninth: Applying : The student has completed an 
authentic enquiry about an issue of signifi cance 
and meaning in his or her life. This might be the 
solution to a problem, which can now be proto-
typed and tested, or it might have identifi ed an 
unfolding employment trajectory or niche or 
raised citizenship issues which can be addressed 
in the community. At this stage, the question is: 
 How do I build on and consolidate this knowledge 
that I have acquired?  The enquiry is authentic and 
useful in terms of both content and process.    

 These sequential but iterative stages of authen-
tic enquiry frame a pedagogy which integrates 
the identity and personhood of the learner with 
the process of knowledge construction. Although 
in practice, they are not linear or strictly sequen-
tial – each stage may be revisited in a spiral for-
mation throughout the enquiry project – these are 
nevertheless key aspects of knowledge construc-
tion which frame enquiry from the ‘bottom up’, 
that is, from the lived experience of the learner in 
the real world to an outcome which can demon-
strate higher-order creative and critical thinking, 
in contrast to traditional pedagogy which is ‘top 
down’ and begins with the (prescribed) knowl-
edge itself, where the teacher’s job is to make the 
experience of acquiring that knowledge as mean-
ingful as possible to the learner. In authentic 
enquiry, the problems are formulated by the 
learners themselves – they are seeking to answer 
questions which they own, rather than fi nd solu-
tions to other people’s problems or questions. 

 For deep engagement, it is this connection 
between ‘experiential knowing’ and a ‘knowledge 
product’ which is crucial. Even where a com-
pletely free choice of starting points in enquiry 
projects is not possible, for example, in some for-
mal educational contexts where ‘coverage of con-
tent’ is a political necessity, these stepped processes 
of enquiry ground and engage the learner in an 
authentic and active process of learning. Even in 
these circumstances, teachers can facilitate the 
sort of authentic choice which connects with stu-
dents’ experiential knowledge, even though that 
choice may be boundaried by curricular demands. 
Stepped processes of enquiry can provide a form 
of  structured freedom  which enables learners to 
connect their learning with their own identity, 
story and purpose and thus experience deep 
engagement. Without authentic choice on the part 
of the student, there is less likelihood of making 
these deep connections – and students may not get 
the opportunity to frame their own questions and 
formulate authentic problems. Indeed, some forms 
of project-based learning do not allow for this sort 
of enquiry at all if they begin with predetermined 
problems or questions which already have prede-
termined answers. The danger then is that the 
learner is more concerned with fi nding the right 
answer than formulating a solution. 
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 The key role of the seven dimensions of learn-
ing power is that where the learner is aware of 
their own learning power profi le and chooses to 
take responsibility for developing himself or her-
self as a learner, then the dimensions of learning 
power provide scaffolding for negotiating these 
steps. For example, good choosing requires cre-
ativity and questioning requires critical curiosity. 
Knowledge mapping requires meaning making 
and strategic awareness and reconciling requires 
resilience and so on. Reciprocally, the enquiry 
process provides salient opportunities for build-
ing strengths in selected learning power dimen-
sions. There is thus an intimate relationship 
between learning power (dispositions, values and 
attitudes) and authentic enquiry-based learning. 

 Research in the Learning Futures project sug-
gests that this approach represents a substantively 
different paradigm for learning and schooling 
from conventional models. In order to realise the 
potential of engagement in learning that this 
vision represents, schools have needed to engage 
in processes of profound change. Authentic learn-
ing has been modelled at all levels in the system: 
student, teacher, school and networks. Such a 
school is personifi ed by teachers, leaders and a 
community who take collective responsibility for 
student learning and work together in profes-
sional enquiry which is aligned to schools’ 
authentic goals. The school is characterised by 
people’s openness to learn, willingness to change, 
professional courage, engagement in disciplined 
professional enquiry and a shared commitment to 
a locally owned and defi ned language for organi-
zational, professional and personal learning 
(Deakin Crick, Jelfs, et al.,  2010 , p. 185).  

   A Narrative Example from Practice 

 In order to ground these ideas in student language 
and practice, I shall draw on a piece of narrative 
data from the Learning Futures project in the UK 
in which we compiled over 180 hours of student 
talk about learning in schools which were seek-
ing to be radical in their approach to engagement. 
This example is particularly useful for illustra-
tion and representative of many other students 

who were successfully and deeply engaging in 
their own learning. The school serves an econom-
ically deprived community, and ‘Craig’ himself 
faced many challenges arising from these condi-
tions. He was 12 and he and his year group were 
working in a specially framed curriculum slot (of 
about 7 hours per week) called ‘My World’, free 
of prescribed content and framed by authentic 
enquiry projects. Within this space, the class 
selected their own focus for their enquiry, using 
learning power language as scaffolding. In this 
case, the teacher had used the metaphor of an 
island where the class were marooned and had to 
survive on their own, without their teacher. The 
focus in this project in terms of content was on 
‘taking responsibility for my own life and learn-
ing’. The teacher framed the project, deliberately 
gave the students responsibility for the selection 
of content and process and was available to coach 
and mentor them individually. The project con-
cluded with an authentic assessment event in 
which groups of students presented their work to 
each other and community members. In the fol-
lowing excerpt, Craig was being asked what he 
had learned in his My World project: 
    Craig:  Well .. when we was in our groups, 

something I learnt really well is 
my learning relationships and my 
changing and learning……..Just 
sometimes …I used just to go off 
task. Then something happened, 
like a spark in my brain or some-
thing and all of a sudden I thought 
I may as well get a good education 
and do like stuff, don’t talk about 
something I’m not meant to. 

 Craig:  It’s just like … it’s given me an 
experience of like the future. Like 
if I keep acting like a free child in 
the future, I’m never going to get 
anywhere….I think it’s kind of a 
gift like that I can actually develop 
new skills without acting up or 
nothing. I reckon yeah, it’s a gift. 

 Interviewer:  So if I looked at your map would 
I see this journey on your map? 

 Craig:  In the forest there’s a waterfall 
and I can’t get past it… God gives 
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Mr M the helicopter, helps me 
over the waterfall – drops me 
down to a place I need to be. 

 Interviewer:  If you had to think of the one best 
thing about My World what would 
it be? The single most important 
thing that you value the most. 

 Craig: The ELLI dimensions 
 Interviewer: Why is that then? 
 Craig: It’s helped me get a long life. 
 Interviewer: Helped you? 
 Craig: Get a long life. 
 Interviewer: Say a bit more? 
 Craig:  Like I never used to know like all 

this stuff, like (inaudible) I never 
knew it existed, like changing and 
learning and resilience. And as 
soon as I got it all into my head, 
I’ve never ever gave up on stuff 
I need to reach my goal. 

 Interviewer:  So that’s the best thing, because 
it’s given you … 

 Craig:  Strength to develop skills and 
get along life easier. 

 Interviewer:  And what … how does it differ 
from your other classes then? 

 Craig: Like French and all that? 
 Interviewer: Like French and History and … 
 Craig  It’s like [French and History] just 

given me reams and reams of 
facts, but like this has given me 
like tips, hints and helping me to 
get a long life easier. 

 Interviewer:  But do you think the facts are 
important? 

 Craig: Yes, sometimes I need them. 
 Interviewer:  Does My World help you with the 

French and stuff? 
 Craig: Yeah. 
 Interviewer:  Yeah how does it help you with 

the other stuff then? 
 Craig:  Like French and all that? …… It 

helps me with my French to never 
give up. Helps me to like develop 
skills with other people – critical 
curiosity, like to tell … if they say 
something and they want you to 
think it’s true, you can actually 
say it’s not …  

 This excerpt demonstrates Craig’s sense of 
identity and a movement towards a designated 
identity. He is moving from someone who was not 
engaged or focused on learning in school to some-
one with an emerging vision of himself with a dif-
ferent future. In a previous interview, he talked 
about seeing people on the streets asking for money 
and not wanting to end up like that. In this same 
interview, he talks about himself going to sixth 
form and getting a good job. It also shows how the 
language of learning power has enabled him to 
understand himself and to project forwards towards 
a particular outcome. His perceptions of the differ-
ence between the enquiry approach and the more 
traditional ‘top down’ pedagogy are insightful and 
demonstrate the beginnings of critical subjectivity. 
He is using experiential and presentational know-
ing when he describes being stuck on the island by 
a waterfall that he could not get past, until God 
gave his teacher a helicopter to help him get to the 
place he needed to be. This was describing the pro-
found change he has experienced in his engage-
ment in learning in school. He instinctively knows 
that this level of engagement in own learning 
enables him to critique what he experiences around 
him and what he is told. He is able to evaluate 
these capabilities in terms of a newly acquired 
strategic awareness of their value to his lifelong 
journey. He has seen, for himself it seems, the lim-
itations of the ‘free child’ which ‘used just to go off 
task’ and was ‘never going to get anywhere’ and 
has accepted as ‘a gift’ his newfound idea of him-
self (designated identity) as someone who is 
changing and learning and never giving up. He has 
become engaged in his learning and its story and 
the effect on his life is transformative.   

   Conclusions 

 The ideas discussed in this chapter are in many 
ways in their infancy, based on only 10 years of 
research and development, within a growing, but 
nonetheless still limited, professional community. 
At the heart of this work is the imperative to fi nd 
and develop forms of pedagogy which apportion 
equal signifi cance to the formation of identity and 
the development of personal learning power, as to 
the traditional acquisition of knowledge, skills and 
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understanding beloved of conventional curricula. 
For learners to be deeply engaged in learning over 
a life time, the learning needs to be personally sig-
nifi cant and meaningful to the learner, who also 
needs to develop the necessary values, attitudes, 
and dispositions – learning power – to engage 
with new learning opportunities and to forge their 
own purpose for learning and acting in the world. 

 There are many limitations of this research 
programme – much of it is small scale and mixed 
methodologically which brings its own chal-
lenges. Much of it has been practitioner led, and 
Western contemporary structures of schooling are 
not hospitable to it. There is scope for large impact 
studies, to explore the impact of this approach to 
learning on both engagement over time and stan-
dard achievement outcomes; the subject matter 
calls for new methods of educational enquiry that 
can do justice to narrative, qualitative and quanti-
tative evidence as attention moves between the 
personal (ipsative) and the public (standardised) 
assessment outcomes of education, only some of 
which can be measured quantitatively. When all 
is said and done, the light in a learner’s eye that 
denotes engagement may be recognised in prac-
tice but is much more challenging to investigate 
through traditional research methods. 

 What also becomes clear is the importance of 
particular concepts of place and time, which have 
not been traditionally theorised in pedagogy: a 
learner is always embedded and embodied in a 
particular place at a particular time and his or her 
learning is a journey of which he or she must pro-
gressively become the author. The language and 
assessment practices of learning power provide a 
way of connecting the deeply personal with the 
public and scaffolding the journey of learning as 
enquiry rather than only as received transmission. 

 Exploring the concept of engagement from the 
perspective of a participatory paradigm allows us 
to see it as a complex system of systems which 
better refl ects the reality of learners, classrooms, 
schools and communities. A complex systems lens 
may be particularly valuable for understanding the 
ways in which the development of learning identi-
ties and deep engagement is history and commu-
nity dependent. By accounting for complexity, it 
becomes clear that there are many factors which 

infl uence the level of a student’s engagement in 
learning in school. These range from the deeply 
personal (such as identity) to the public (such as 
encounters with existing funds of knowledge and 
assessment events). In a world of almost infi nite 
complexity, endless change and multiple possibili-
ties, our approach to engagement in learning needs 
to be as complex and rich as the challenges we 
face. Understanding deep engagement as partici-
patory enquiry, with a set of pedagogical design 
principles, which integrate the personal with the 
public, the process with the outcome, the local 
with the global, means that we can move beyond 
the confi nes of the ‘classroom’ and ‘one size fi ts 
all’ solutions towards a more fl exible, imaginative 
and professionally rewarding way of designing 
and managing learning that is deep and engaging.      
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  Abstract 

 The well-respected engagement scholar, Michel Janosz, shared his 
thoughts on the chapters in Part IV of this volume. His commentary articu-
lated the areas of agreement and disagreement across scholars regarding 
the conceptualization of engagement and views on engagement as a pro-
cess or outcome. He argued for the consideration of (1) the contexts of 
engagement and understanding the relations between engagement in the 
classroom and engagement in school; (2) systematic study of the roles of 
emotional, cognitive, and behavioral engagement; (3) investigation of the 
relation of engagement with other aspects of psychosocial and neurobio-
logical development; and (4) exploration of engagement within a categori-
cal and person-centered approach in addition to the predominant 
dimensional and variable-oriented perspective.    

   Introduction    

 One extraordinary evolutionary skill of mankind 
is its capacity to learn. If, at one time, learning 
was a matter of basic survival, we can still be 
struck by the fact that knowledge and skills 
acquisition continues to be, nowadays, one of the 
most powerful determinants of health and well-
being (Heckman,  2006 ; Muennig,  2007  ) . The 
benefi ts of learning are indisputable, but they 
come with a price: effort. To develop new skills 

and acquire new knowledge, individuals must 
consciously mobilize and devote some of their 
physical and psychological (cognitive, emo-
tional) energy; they must  engage  themselves in 
the learning situation. 

 The amount and the quality of the effort put 
into school learning activities vary between stu-
dents. Some students are less engaged than oth-
ers. How important is that? Is there a  price  to pay 
for disengaging from school? This is one of the 
two fundamental questions eminent scholars have 
been invited to address in this chapter of the book. 
The second is about infl uencing student engage-
ment. What organizational and educational 
actions affect student engagement? In deciding to 
tackle this question, the authors shared their 
understanding of what are the determinants of 
engagement and how we can infl uence them. 

    M.   Janosz      (*)
     School Environment Research Group 
and School of Psychoeducation ,  University of Montreal , 
  Montreal ,  Canada    
e-mail:  Michel.janosz@umontreal.ca   
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Hence, while the fi rst issue refers to the outcomes 
of engagement, the second concentrates on 
engagement as an outcome. 

 In this chapter, I highlight some major conver-
gences and divergences in authors’ responses to 
these questions and share some of the thoughts 
they inspire. As this book illustrates, the recent 
mobilization of the scientifi c community over the 
construct of engagement has led to the emergence 
of fundamental theoretical and methodological 
debates (e.g., defi nition of engagement, differ-
ence between engagement and motivation, mea-
sures of engagement). Although most authors of 
this chapter have shared their views on these 
important topics, I will only briefl y comment on 
those since others have been specifi cally invited 
to do so. I propose instead to underline some con-
ceptual and methodological issues that emerged 
from the reading of these enlightening texts. 
Because the systematic study of student engage-
ment is still young, it is easier to identify the 
unexplored territories, the unanswered questions. 
This task is also made much easier and stimulat-
ing when authors do a superb job of reviewing 
the state of the knowledge in their area. Thus, in 
revisiting the chapters in this book, I will argue 
that our comprehension of the relations between 
the determinants and outcomes of engagement 
would benefi t from (1) taking into account the 
contexts of engagement and understanding the 
relations between engagement in the classroom 
and engagement in school; (2) studying more 
systematically the specifi c roles of emotional, 
cognitive, and behavioral engagement; (3) inves-
tigating the relation of engagement with other 
aspects of psychosocial and neurobiological 
development; and (4) exploring engagement 
within a categorical and person-centered approach 
in addition to the predominant dimensional and 
variable-oriented perspective.  

   Engagement in Learning Activities 
and Engagement in School 

 Some researchers study student engagement in 
relation to learning activities in the classroom. 
Others address engagement within the broader 
context of school. Engagement in  both  contexts 

has been shown to predict different aspects of 
school success. Nevertheless, we think that stu-
dent engagement in school is not merely an 
aggregate version of classroom engagement. Not 
only is the operationalization of engagement 
changing according to the context, but I believe 
that engagement in school encompasses a differ-
ent reality than engagement in the classroom or, 
even more circumscribed, in learning activities. 
For that reason, I think we can expect differ-
ences in the outcomes and determinants of 
engagement, which in turn, can have implications 
for intervention. 

   Outcomes and Contexts of Engagement 

 Some authors address student engagement in the 
context of the classroom and learning activities 
(Gettinger & Walter,  2012 ; Guthrie, Wigfi eld, & 
You,  2012 ; Wolters & Taylor,  2012  ) . For exam-
ple, Gettinger and Walter referred to engagement 
as the time a student is involved or participates in 
the classroom. With a similar defi nition, Guthrie 
et al.  (  2012  )  restricted their analysis of engage-
ment to reading activities. Interestingly, these 
authors tend to concentrate on the role of behav-
ioral and cognitive dimensions of engagement 
while recognizing the emotional component of it 
(see also Wolters & Taylor). In any case, they all 
demonstrate that behavioral and cognitive 
engagement in learning activities strongly pre-
dicts achievement and learning competencies. 

 Other authors tackle engagement at the school 
level. Behavioral (attendance, participation in 
extracurricular activities, misbehavior, mobility) 
and emotional engagement (identifi cation to 
school, belongingness, student-teachers and peer 
relations, emotions accompanying learning tasks) 
seem to be the most frequent aspects studied in 
regard to school engagement (Brooks, Brooks, & 
Goldstein,  2012 ; Griffi ths, Lilles, Furlong, & 
Sidwha,  2012 ; Rumberger & Rotermund,  2012  ) . 
A recent overview of longitudinal studies 
(Rumberger & Lim,  2008  )  indicated that student 
engagement, and especially behavioral engagement, 
is one of the strongest predictors of persistence 
and school dropout. Longitudinal studies show 
that academic achievement and engagement are 
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among the strongest predictors of school dropout 
(Alexander, Entwisle & Kabbini,  2001 ; Battin-
Pearson et al.,  2000 ;    Janosz, LeBlanc, Boulerice, & 
Tremblay  2000 ; Rumberger & Rotermund,  2012  ) . 

 In sum, being engaged during learning activi-
ties makes a signifi cant difference in how much 
is learned and how well intellectual skills are 
developed. Being engaged or not in school makes 
a difference in how long a student will persist in 
their schooling career. 

 Nevertheless, the specifi c contribution of the 
different dimensions of engagement is much less 
known and demonstrated empirically. It is my 
contention that in order to advance our compre-
hension of student engagement, we need to better 
understand to what extent emotional, cognitive, 
and behavioral engagement have separate and 
cumulative impacts on student outcomes and the 
potential meditational or transactional processes 
involved. In fact, theoretical elaboration and 
empirical demonstration of the relations between 
emotional, cognitive, and behavioral engagement 
are still lacking. For example, in a recent longitu-
dinal study on engagement in school, Archambault, 
Janosz, Morizot, and Pagani  (  2009  )  demonstrated 
that cognitive and emotional engagement tended 
to evolve in synchronicity while behavioral 
engagement seemed to evolve differently, espe-
cially for students with low and unstable overall 
engagement (which are the students more at risk 
of dropping out; see Janosz, Archambault, 
Morizot, & Pagani,  2008  ) . Furthermore, some 
recent studies propose that academic achieve-
ment and engagement mediate the infl uence of 
emotional and cognitive engagement on dropout 
(Archambault, Janosz, Fallu, & Pagani,  2009 ; 
Rotermund,  2010  ) . Thus, while we can affi rm 
that student engagement is a major determinant 
of school success, we have still a lot to learn on 
how the different dimensions are related to it.  

   The Nature of Engagement According 
to the Context 

 There appears to be a shared consensus about the 
fact that engagement is multidimensional and 
comprises a behavioral, cognitive, and emotional 
component (Fredricks, Blumenfeld, & Paris, 

 2004  ) . Some researchers have proposed a fourth 
dimension labeled  academic engagement , refer-
ring to things like time on task, credits earned, and 
homework completion (Appleton, Christenson, 
Kim, & Reschly,  2006 ; Reschly & Christenson, 
 2006  ) . Although fundamental, we do not think 
that academic engagement should be considered 
along the same taxonomy since emotions, cogni-
tions, and behaviors all refer to developmental 
aspects, while academic engagement refers the 
context to which engagement is linked (e.g., 
behavioral engagement in the classroom). 

 Defi ning and measuring engagement with 
rigor and tracing the boundaries of this construct 
with related concepts like motivation, grit 
(Duckworth, Peterson, Matthews, & Kelly,  2007  ) , 
and self-regulation (see the challenging and 
 critical thoughts of Wolters & Taylor,  2012  )  are 
undisputable critical issues (Appleton, Chris-
tenson, & Furlong,  2008  ) . As the frontiers of stu-
dent engagement are still a matter of scientifi c 
discussion, we would plead for the integration of 
an additional vector in the actual debate: the con-
text of engagement. We can think of engagement 
(a) in the context of a specifi c academic learning 
activity (i.e., reading lesson); (b) in the context of 
the classroom, a setting strongly oriented toward 
academic learning but also providing socioemo-
tional learning opportunities (in a more or less 
systematic way according to teachers’ practices); 
and (c) in the context of school, which can be 
conceptualized as a more global educational 
environment providing many social learning 
opportunities in addition to stimulating intellec-
tual development (Eccles & Roeser,  2011  ) . We 
could even extend this nested conceptualization 
to engagement in learning activities in the com-
munity (see Wylie & Hodgen,  2012  ) . As we move 
from specifi c learning activities to a more global 
educational environment, the educational setting 
(structure, practices) becomes less specifi c and 
constraining (in space and time) with regard to 
the learning it provides. 

 I think that the multidimensionality of 
engagement is invariant, cross-sectional to the 
contexts, that there are always some emotions, 
 cognitions, and behaviors involved when one is 
making efforts to learn. This does not imply, 
 however, that the expression of engagement is 
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invariant. To the contrary, what can be considered 
as the expression of emotional, cognitive, and 
behavioral engagement may be quite context spe-
cifi c and, by extension, lead to the identifi cation of 
different determinants and outcomes. Consider the 
example of belongingness. For many, belonging-
ness (or bonding for social development research-
ers and criminologists) is an indicator of emotional/
psychological engagement (Appleton et al.,  2006 ; 
Finn,  1989 ; Fredricks et al.,  2004 ; Griffi ths et al., 
 2012  ) . For others, belongingness is more a basic 
psychological need that must be fulfi lled in order to 
be motivated (Baumeister & Leary,  1995 ; Ryan & 
Deci,  2009  ) . Thus, the sense of belongingness is 
conceptualized by some as a determinant and by 
others as a manifestation (or even an outcome) of 
engagement. 

 Especially for those studying engagement at a 
more molecular level (e.g., learning activity) 
(Gettinger & Walter,  2012 ; Guthrie et al.,  2012  ) , 
motivation is perceived as a determinant of 
engagement as it expresses, at least in part, the 
extent to which the learning situation (context, 
content) responds to the need for belongingness. 
Thus, sense of belongingness appears to be a 
determinant of engagement rather than an out-
come. Emotional engagement in learning situa-
tions may refl ect the affects involved during the 
activity (interest, boredom, happiness, sadness, 
anxiety). However, in the context of school, the 
sense of being related to others may be more than 
just a determinant. School is more than just an 
academic learning setting; it is a social learning 
environment, a life environment, and a socializa-
tion agent (Wentzel & Looney,  2007  ) . School is 
also about social learning experiences occurring 
outside the classroom and between academic 
activities. In that sense, how one feels about oth-
ers can be more easily conceived as part of the 
emotions elicited by being and going to school. 
This representation is echoed in theories of school 
dropout, where social integration or bonding is 
perceived as important determinants of school 
dropout rather than academic engagement (Tinto, 
 1994 ; Wehlage, Rutter, Smith, Lesko, & Fernandez, 
 1989  ) . Participation in extracurricular activities 
is another example. Such conduct, by defi ni-
tion, can hardly be used as an indicator of behav-
ioral engagement in the classroom. However, if 

school is viewed as a social learning environment 
as well as a setting for intellectual growth, using 
participation in extracurricular activities as an 
indicator of engagement seems more than 
appropriate. 

 In addition to distinguishing contexts of 
engagement, we also call for a better understand-
ing of the relations between engagement in dif-
ferent settings. In Finn’s model of engagement 
 (  1989  ) , participation in extracurricular activities 
represents a deeper manifestation of engagement. 
This interesting stage-developmental approach 
has yet to be empirically tested however. 
Furthermore, there may be no necessary equiva-
lence between engagement in school and engage-
ment in specifi c learning activities (Davis & 
McPartland,  2012  ) . For example, we can easily 
think of a student highly engaged in extracurricu-
lar activities without being deeply engaged in the 
classroom or in reading activities. Nonetheless, it 
would also be improbable for a student to be 
highly engaged in the classroom and not be 
engaged in school. Is student engagement in the 
classroom (partially) determined by their engage-
ment in learning activities? Is engagement in 
school dependent on the level of engagement in 
the classroom and in learning activities? 
Conversely, can increased engagement at a 
broader level (school) have a positive impact on 
classroom engagement? Wylie and Hodgen 
 (  2012  )  expand even more the complexity of this 
issue by drawing our attention on the stability 
(depth and manner) of engagement in and out of 
school. Their results raise interesting questions 
about the transactional nature of engagement and 
the relative contribution of the individual and its 
educational environments (school, but also the 
family, peer group, community). This stability 
across contexts introduces also the possibility 
that student engagement is, in part at least, the 
manifestation of more stable personality traits.  

   Determinants, Intervention, 
and Contexts of Engagement 

 Although researchers address student engage-
ment in several contexts, most of them share the 
idea that motivation, understood as a set of 
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affects, attitudes, and intentions toward learning 
(values, aspirations, perceived competence/con-
trol, goals, etc.) (Wentzel & Wigfi eld,  2009  ) , is 
the proximal determinant of engagement. There 
appears to be a consensus that motivation  pre-
cedes  engagement in the sense that the intensity 
and the quality of student self-mobilization 
(action) depends directly upon their values, goals, 
perceived competency/control, and expectancies 
regarding the learning activity or environment 
(school). This is not to say however that motiva-
tion ceases to exist when the action begins or that 
engagement does not impact on later motivation. 
This is presumably why some authors like Guthrie 
et al.  (  2012  )  prefer to talk of the relation between 
motivation and engagement as  engagement 
processes . 

 This shared perspective introduces another 
important point of convergence with regard to 
intervention: (1) to increase student school suc-
cess (e.g., competencies, achievement, gradua-
tion), we must increase engagement; (2) to 
increase engagement, we must increase motiva-
tion; and (3) to increase motivation, we must pro-
vide the organizational conditions and educational 
practices known to sustain or increase student’s 
motivation. The paper from Guthrie et al.  (  2012  )  
is particularly exemplary of that perspective and 
offers a substantial demonstration of the validity 
of this pathway of change at the classroom. To 
these principles, Gettinger and Walter  (  2012  )  
bring to our attention that the quantity of engaged 
time is determinant for success; that engagement 
is not only determined by individual motivation 
and learning skills but also by organizational and 
educational practices (e.g., classroom manage-
ment and instructional strategies) that maximize 
the quantity of quality time for learning (time 
effectively used for learning). For her part, Deakin 
Crick  (  2012  )  focuses on the other side of the 
coin: the quality of engagement. She argues con-
vincingly that deep engagement generates better 
and sustained student outcomes, and that it is 
closely linked to the foundation of identity. 
Brooks et al.  (  2012  )  further develop the social-
constructivist view, partially introduced by 
Deakin Crick, by showing how motivation and 
engagement are profoundly infl uenced by the 
feedback the student receives and interprets from 

their schooling experience. This perspective also 
recognizes the active role the student has and 
must have to become and be engaged, a point of 
view insuffi ciently shared in the engagement 
research fi eld according to Wolter and Taylors 
 (  2012  ) . Nonetheless, in my opinion, the most 
powerful and challenging implication of this lat-
ter perspective is to be more critical about the 
dominant vision of teachers as transmitters of 
knowledge and students as receptacles of the 
teachers’ words. The benefi ts of asking teachers 
to become supportive guides of responsible and 
active learners should certainly be tested empiri-
cally and more systematically. 

 In sum, whatever specifi c theoretical back-
ground researchers adhere to, most of them rec-
ognize that to increase motivation and 
engagement, we must privilege age-appropriate 
interventions, educational environments, and 
learning situations that respond to fundamental 
individual needs: to feel secure and respected, be 
active and autonomous, experience success, feel 
competent and have control over the outcome 
(success) of a learning task or situation, be related 
to others, understand the meaning and value of 
the effort demanded, etc. (Deci & Ryan,  2002 ; 
Eccles & Roeser,  2010  ) . 

 To complete this commentary, I would like to 
highlight two aspects I think have received insuf-
fi cient attention and that may provide new insights 
on the determinants/outcomes of engagement and 
for intervention: understanding the relation of 
engagement with other aspects of the biopsycho-
social development and tackling engagement 
within a more person-oriented approach.   

   Student Engagement 
and Biopsychosocial Development 

 As there is a necessity to clarify the defi nition and 
conceptual boundaries of student engagement, I 
also think we should move toward understanding 
how it is linked to other aspects of children and 
adolescent development. Manifestations of lack 
of engagement could express diffi culties in other 
spheres of development and not be the direct or 
sole consequence of lack of motivation. 
Rumberger and Rotermund  (  2012  )  remind us that 
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40 years ago, Bachman and his colleagues asked 
themselves whether school dropout was a symp-
tom of social maladjustment or a problem of its 
own (Bachman, Green, & Wirtanen,  1971  ) . They 
showed that many young people who dropped out 
of school had problems in several other spheres 
of their development, as part of a general devi-
ance syndrome (Jessor & Jessor,  1977  ) . Student 
lack of engagement may also be the manifestation 
of other causes than lack of motivation. For 
example, taken individually, behaviors used to 
measure school behavioral (dis)engagement 
(skipping school, not responding to teachers, not 
doing homework, etc.) could likewise be used as 
indicator of externalizing problem behaviors or 
even delinquency. Griffi ths et al.  (  2012  )  do a very 
good job of reminding us of the correlates of 
engagement with other types of diffi culties in 
adolescence (e.g., substance use, mental health). 
We should also think of students with attention 
defi cit disorder or with executive functions 
 vulnerabilities (Blair,  2002  ) . These students 
most probably manifest symptoms (lack of atten-
tion, poor self-regulation) that could be easily 
interpreted as cognitive disengagement. What 
about students with depression or drug abuse 
problems? 

 Thus, many scenarios of relationships are 
plausible and not mutually exclusive: disengage-
ment could be a cause or a risk factor for psycho-
social maladjustment; disengagement and 
concurrent psychosocial diffi culties could be the 
consequence of the same underlying cause (e.g., 
ADHD); school motivation may (partially) medi-
ate the infl uence of socioemotional or neurobio-
logical problems on engagement; and moreover, 
we could explore the potential moderating infl u-
ence (protective role) of engagement over the 
relationship between biopsychosocial early diffi -
culties and later adjustment problems like drop-
out, criminality, etc. 

 Underlining the importance of these issues 
without referring to the recent work of Skinner, 
Kinderman, and Furrer  (  2009  )  would be an incom-
plete comment. Throughout this chapter, we have 
used the expressions  engagement  and  disengage-
ment  interchangeably, as if one was the contrary 

of the other. This polarized or dimensional view is 
certainly widely shared in the present literature on 
student engagement. Recently however, Skinner 
et al.  (  2009  )  challenged this vision and demon-
strated that disengagement, or what they prefer to 
call  disaffection , is best measured and conceived 
as a related but separate construct. This perspec-
tive suggests, for example, that (very) low engage-
ment is not exactly the same thing as being 
disengaged (see also Griffi ths et al.,  2012  ) . This 
proposition reminds how positive and warm 
 student-teachers relations are not the opposite of 
negative and confl icting relations (Jerome, Hamre, 
& Pianta,  2009  ) . One implication of this fi nding is 
that we should verify to what extent (emotional, 
cognitive, behavioral) engagement is related to 
the same determinants and outcomes as disen-
gagement/disaffection. 

 Unraveling the existence and strength between 
engagement and psychosocial adjustment is 
important for intervention and targeted preven-
tion efforts. If motivational and engagement dif-
fi culties are not so much affected by weaknesses 
in the educational environment than by other 
determinants (family, peers, community, neuro-
biological development), then interventions 
should focus on these other targets as well. For 
example, we could easily assume that the inter-
vention plan should not be the same for a student 
with a lack of cognitive engagement that has, or 
not, an attention defi cit disorder or for a student 
with a lack of behavioral engagement that has, or 
not, a drug abuse problem. 

 We are certainly in need of more comprehen-
sive longitudinal studies, beginning in early 
childhood, to help us disentangle the relations 
between engagement, motivation, and other biop-
sychosocial aspects of the child and adolescent 
development. This can be done by examining the 
potential direct and indirect (mediating and mod-
erating) relations between variables, including all 
the appropriate controls. Well-designed interven-
tion studies can also be very instructive of the 
relative importance of different factors and medi-
tational processes involved (Lacourse et al., 
 2002  ) . Another approach would be to adopt a 
person-centered perspective.  
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   A Person-Centered Approach 
in the Study of Engagement 

 The vast majority of studies of student engage-
ment examine how isolated aspects of human 
experience are related (e.g., the relation between 
self-effi cacy and engagement or student-teachers 
relations and engagement). These studies pro-
vide us with extremely valuable information, 
especially when having a longitudinal design. 
Nonetheless, a complementary approach to the 
study of human development is trying not to iso-
late specifi c aspects but rather to better capture its 
multidimensionality and diversity (see Bergman 
& Trost,  2006 ; Cairns, Bergman, & Kagan,  1998  ) . 
For example, in a longitudinal and replication 
study using cluster analyses, Janosz et al.  (  2000  )  
showed that the dropout population was quite het-
erogeneous. In both longitudinal samples, approx-
imately 40% of high school dropouts previously 
reported high levels of school motivation and 
showed similar, and sometimes even better, 
behavioral and psychological profi les than the 
average graduate (labeled  quiet dropouts) . Another 
40% ( maladjusted  dropouts) had experienced 
severe levels of school and psychosocial diffi cul-
ties. Two other interesting profi les emerged: the 
 disengaged  dropout (10%), strongly unmotivated 
while in school yet showing no socioemotional 
diffi culties and getting average grades; and the 
 low-achiever  dropout (10%), disengaged in addi-
tion to experiencing academic failure yet not 
showing any externalizing problem behaviors. 
This study illustrates that by looking at profi les of 
individuals, we may more easily identify how 
engagement and other aspects of development 
tend to associate and the prevalence of such inter-
actions. A typological and person-oriented 
approach may also be very useful to plan differen-
tial interventions and programs, more closely 
suited to student needs, to the extent that actions 
are taken to prevent the potential iatrogenic effects 
of labeling or, paraphrasing Brooks et al.  (  2012  ) , 
 mindsetting  negatively the educators. 

 Some recent studies of student engagement, 
like the one of Wylie and Hodgen  (  2012  ) , are 
now combining person-oriented and longitudinal 

approaches (Archambault   , Janosz, et al.,  2009 ; 
Janosz et al.,  2008  ) . Indeed, recent statistical 
developments, stimulated by the power increase 
of personal computers, now permit researchers to 
examine how different groups of students, char-
acterized by different levels or types of engage-
ment and other concomitant individual or 
contextual characteristics, evolve over time 
(Muthén,  2004 ; Muthén & Muthén,  2008  ) . This 
method increases our capacity to study quantita-
tive and qualitative differences in the develop-
ment of student engagement, integrating a 
person-oriented perspective.  

   Conclusion 

 With the growing recognition that engagement is 
a multidimensional construct comes the scientifi c 
duty of verifying more systematically if the 
dimensions of engagement share the same deter-
minants or lead to the same outcomes. This task 
is only beginning. Reviewing the authoritative 
chapters of this book, I have fi rst come to suggest 
that, since the nature of engagement is not inde-
pendent of the context to which it refers, we 
should try to answer the causes and consequences 
questions by distinguishing the distinct however 
nested contexts of engagement: the learning 
activity, the classroom, and the school environ-
ments. Second, because of the importance of 
schooling in social development and the multiple 
nonschool factors that may interfere or facilitate 
student engagement, I proposed that we expand 
our understanding of determinants and outcomes 
of engagement to biopsychosocial aspects of 
development. Third, as the study of engagement 
is largely dominated by a dimensional and vari-
able-centered perspective, which tends to mask 
the heterogeneity of trajectories toward engage-
ment/disengagement, I suggested we approach 
more often the study of engagement within a per-
son-centered perspective. 

 The quality and quantity of effort a student put 
in school greatly infl uence the benefi ts of school-
ing. Learning will be better, and the probabilities 
of pursuing higher education or integrating the 
workforce with success will be higher. As a 
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whole, the quality of life will be superior. 
Increasing our understanding of the modifi able 
precursors of engagement is thus a key issue 
toward increasing the education level of the pop-
ulation, especially for the most vulnerable chil-
dren of the society.      
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  Abstract 

 An important part of the short history of student engagement has been the 
development of self-report instruments designed to measure engagement. 
This chapter describes the development of a self-report tool designed for 
Year 7–10 students (11- to 15-year olds) in New Zealand schools. A fea-
ture of the development was the use of Rasch Measurement, which allows 
raw survey scores to be transformed to locations on a described equal-
interval scale. Once located on the scale, students’ scores can be compared 
with the scores of nationally representative reference groups and inter-
preted using the scale descriptors. The chapter begins by describing the 
development of the survey instrument, including how researchers used a 
multi-faceted defi nition of engagement to select and develop items. It then 
goes on to describe fi ndings from the national trial of the instrument. The 
last part of the chapter looks at possible future directions for the survey.    

   Introduction    

 Interest in the construct of student engagement 
has been growing for the last 25 years or so 
(Appleton, Christenson, & Furlong,  2008  ) . As a 
construct, it appeals to a range of educational 
stake holders, particularly because of its associa-
tion with positive outcomes and its relevance to 
all students. An important part of the short his-
tory of student engagement has included the 
development of self-report instruments designed 

to measure engagement (Appleton, Christenson, 
Kim, & Reschly,  2006 ; Finn,  1989 ; Martin,  2009 ; 
Yazzie-Mintz,  2007  ) . Although varied in their 
approaches, these tools represent attempts to pro-
vide an operational defi nition of engagement that 
can be used to explore important issues in the 
fi eld in a consistent and psychometrically sound 
manner. 

 In recent years, New Zealand schools have 
invested an increasing amount of time and 
resources collecting achievement data for forma-
tive use in core learning areas. To assist them to 
do this, several new sophisticated assessment 
tools have been developed that are capable of 
tracking achievement over time and supported by 
online administration and analysis options. When 
it comes to measuring student engagement, 
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schools have not been so well supported. For the 
most part, when motivated to collect data around 
engagement, schools have used more ad hoc indi-
cators. Most often these are not comparable 
across schools and are not supported by national 
reference data. 

 This chapter describes the development of a 
new survey tool for New Zealand schools 
designed to measure self-perceived levels of 
engagement. Called  Me and My School  and 
developed by researchers at the New Zealand 
Council for Educational Research (NZCER), the 
survey reports levels of engagement on a described 
interval scale. Once located on the scale, engage-
ment scores can be compared with descriptors 
that illustrate the types of survey responses typi-
cal at different levels of the scale and the engage-
ment scores of nationally representative groups of 
students at each of Years 7–10. 

 At the heart of  Me and My School  is a belief 
that student engagement matters, that students’ 
voices provide an essential perspective on 
engagement, and that schools should have access 
to tools that they can use to investigate engage-
ment. This chapter describes the development of 
the survey from the pilot stage through to a 
national standardisation exercise involving over 
8,000 students. It also includes an exploration of 
some of the patterns found in the national data.  

   Measuring Student Engagement 
in New Zealand 

 The term ‘student engagement’ is widely used in 
New Zealand, albeit with a range of meanings. 
For instance, a series of offi cial reports on stu-
dent engagement published since 2001 has used 
it in a relatively narrow sense to describe patterns 
of attendance at school (see Lane  [  2008  ]  for an 
example). Somewhat ironically, the reports pro-
vide statistics on indicators of  dis engagement 
such as stand-downs (formal removal from school 
for up to 5 days), suspensions (formal removal 
from the school until a formal hearing takes 
place), exclusions (formal exclusion from a 

school with the requirement that the student 
enrols elsewhere), expulsions (formal exclusion 
for over 16-year olds with no requirement for 
enrolment at another school) and early-leaving 
exemptions (formal permission to leave school 
before the age of 16). 

 Elsewhere, a richer concept of engagement 
has been adopted, for instance, in signifi cant 
research projects (see Wylie & Hodgen this edition) 
and in professional development programmes. 
The Te Kötahitanga initiative (Bishop, Berryman, 
Cavanagh, & Teddy,  2007  )  is an example of the 
later. Te Kötahitanga emphasised the develop-
ment of connectedness between teachers and stu-
dents to raise the engagement levels of the 
indigenous Mäori students to improve their 
school achievement. 

 Prior to the development of  Me and My School  
and despite the general interest in student engage-
ment, there were no standardized tools that New 
Zealand schools could use to measure student 
engagement. This lack of a standardized instru-
ment was one motivator for the development of 
 Me and My School . Other motivators included 
evidence in the research literature that:

   High levels of engagement are associated with • 
positive educational and health outcomes 
(National Research Council and the Institute 
of Measurement,  2004  ) .  
  Unlike some educational variables, for • 
instance, socioeconomic status or previous 
academic success, student engagement can be 
infl uenced by the ways we teach and the ways 
we organise our schools (Appleton et al., 
 2008  ) .  
  The middle school years (Years 7–10) are piv-• 
otal years for students, marked by school tran-
sitions, emotional and physical changes and 
increased rates of suspensions and stand-
downs (Dinahm & Rowe,  2007 ; Ng,  2006  ) .    
 The overall intention in developing the survey 

then was to create a set of survey items and asso-
ciated reporting functions with sound psycho-
metric credentials that New Zealand schools 
could use to inform their understanding of how 
students perceived their own engagement.  
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   Defi ning Student Engagement 

 The development of  Me and My School  began 
with discussion regarding how the survey would 
defi ne student engagement. Student engagement 
is an abstract idea—it does not exist as a physical 
entity that can be poked, prodded or contained in 
a vial. However, most educators would feel that 
they can sense when it is present and believe that 
they themselves have an important role in creat-
ing the conditions where high levels of engage-
ment can occur. 

 In the research literature, student engagement 
is defi ned in various ways and, at times, used 
interchangeably with terms such as school bond-
ing, school attachment, school engagement and 
school connectedness (Libbey,  2004  ) . In a major 
review of the literature, Fredricks, Blumenfeld, 
and Paris  (  2004  )  recognised three defi nitions of 
engagement. The fi rst of these is behavioral 
engagement and refers to students’ actual partici-
pation in school and learning. This includes 
observable behaviours such as positive conduct, 
persistence in learning and involvement in school 
life. Behavioral engagement is seen as crucial to 
academic achievement and the prevention of 
dropping out of school. The second defi nition is 
emotional engagement and refers to students’ 
emotional responses to teachers, peers, learning 
and school. Emotional engagement is seen as cre-
ating connections with school and infl uencing 
willingness to do the work. Finally, cognitive 
engagement stresses investment in learning, 
seeking challenge and going beyond the require-
ments. It also includes employing self-regulation 
strategies to control and monitor learning. 

 The distinctions between these defi nitions are 
blurred. In research studies, similar survey items 
are often used to assess the different types of 
engagement (Jimerson, Campos, & Greif,  2003  ) . 
The multifaceted nature of engagement led 
Fredricks et al.  (  2004 , p. 60) to describe engage-
ment as a ‘meta’ construct. They noted that:

  The fusion of behaviour, emotion and cognition 
under the idea of engagement is valuable because 
it may provide a richer characterisation of chil-
dren than is possible in research on single compo-
nents. Defi ning and examining the components 

of engagement individually separates students’ 
behaviour and cognition. In reality these factors 
are dynamically interrelated within the individual; 
they are not isolated processes (Fredricks et al., 
 2004 , p. 61).   

 The terms engagement and motivation are 
sometimes used interchangeably. However, they 
can be distinguished, with motivation understood 
as the ‘why’ or reasoning behind a given behav-
iour, and engagement as the actual patterns of 
action and involvement a person displays in tasks 
and activities (Appleton et al.,  2008  ) . These pat-
terns can involve physical, cognitive and emo-
tional responses and commitments. 

 The researchers involved in the development 
of the  Me and My School  survey decided to 
develop an item set that spanned the three defi ni-
tions of engagements described above. This broad 
approach refl ected the national curriculum in 
New Zealand, which outlined a comprehensive 
agenda for education involving a range of com-
petencies, values and attitudes. In a vision state-
ment, it described young people ‘… who in their 
school years, will continue to develop the values 
knowledge, and competencies that will enable 
them to live full and satisfying lives’ (Ministry of 
Education,  2007 , p. 8). It was thought important 
not to narrow the idea of engagement to a set of 
behaviours and attitudes sometimes associated 
with academic success, such as following rou-
tines and spending time on task. It was also 
decided to take a global perspective on engage-
ment, focusing on students’ overall perceptions 
of their connection with school and involvement 
in learning, rather than their engagement in a spe-
cifi c classroom context or learning area. Particular 
value was placed on items that indicated:

   Positive, trusting, active relationships with • 
teachers and peers  
  Feelings of personal safety and belonging  • 
  Positive beliefs and commitments involving • 
the purpose, relevancy and effi cacy of school  
  Active involvement in learning situations and • 
a preparedness to persist    
 In terms of response format, it was decided to 

use Likert-type items with four response catego-
ries: strongly disagree, disagree, agree and 
strongly agree. Some of the item stems were 
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sourced from the research literature, for instance: 
‘Most mornings I look forward to going to 
school’, which points towards the emotional defi -
nition of engagement (Battin Pearson et al., as 
cited in Jimerson et al.,  2003 , p. 16). Others had 
been used in previous survey work done by 
NZCER or were written specifi cally for the 
instrument, for example: ‘There is just the right 
amount of challenge at school for me’, which 
links to the cognitive defi nition. As part of the 
development process, researchers from both 
inside and outside NZCER reviewed the item 
choices. 

 An effort was made to use item stems that 
were expressed in terms of beliefs, attitudes and 
behaviours that the students responding held or 
exhibited themselves, rather than as observations 
or judgments they made of the school, their teach-
ers or their peers in general. For instance, ‘I feel 
safe’, rather than ‘This school is a safe place’, 
and ‘I pay attention in class’, rather than ‘Students 
in our school pay attention’. Only one item in the 
fi nal survey was of an observational nature 
(‘People care about others at this school’).  

   Rasch Measurement and Me and My 
School 

 A fundamental aspect of the development of 
 Me and My School  was the application of 
Rasch Measurement (Bond & Fox,  2007  ) . 
Rasch Measurement is a probabilistic approach 
to measurement in the social sciences built 
around a mathematical model that transforms 
raw survey scores into locations on an equal-
interval scale. High scores on the survey indi-
cate higher levels of the trait being investigated 
and are transformed to higher locations on the 
scale. Low survey scores on the other hand 
indicate lower levels of the trait and are trans-
formed to lower locations on the scale. Unlike 
scales that are based on raw scores or percen-
tiles, each unit on an equal-interval scale indi-
cates the same amount of the construct or trait 
being measured. The unit of measurement used 
by the Rasch model is called the logit. 

 When transforming a raw survey score to a 
location on the scale, the model takes into account 
that some survey items are harder to agree with 
(involve higher levels of the trait) than others. It 
also takes into account that the differences, or 
changes in the level of agreement indicated by 
the response categories for an item (strongly dis-
agree to strongly agree), are not necessarily con-
stant within the item or between items. For 
instance, on one item selecting strongly agree 
rather than agree might represent only a small 
difference in the underlying trait, while for 
another this could be an indication of a much 
greater trait level. 

 Constructing a survey using Rasch Measure-
ment begins with a theory regarding the trait to 
be measured. The theory anticipates the kinds of 
questions and responses that will be associated 
with higher and lower points on the scale. The 
theory is then operationalised in the form of 
 survey items (indicators of the latent trait under 
consideration). Sets of items are trialled and the 
responses analysed to see how well they fi t the 
measurement model. 

 A basic assumption of the Rasch model is that 
the survey is measuring one dominant trait. Good 
model fi t indicates that this assumption has been 
met well enough for most practical purposes—
the survey items are discriminating in a uniform 
way to measure the same trait. When responses 
for a survey item show poor fi t to the model, evi-
dence exists that the item could be measuring 
something different from the other items, or that 
it is causing confusion for respondents. When 
this happens, the item becomes a candidate for 
exclusion from the fi nal instrument. 

 Fit to the model is investigated using a number 
of different statistical and graphical indicators. 
Figure  34.1  shows an example of a graph used to 
check the fi t of the  Me and My School  item ‘Most 
mornings I look forward to going to school’. The 
horizontal axis is used to show the measurement 
scale, while the vertical axis shows the range of 
raw scores possible for this item (0–3). The black 
curve is used to plot the expected response score 
(agreement level) calculated using the Rasch 
model for respondents at different locations along 
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the scale. As the scale score shown on the hori-
zontal axis increases, the expected score on the 
item goes up. The black dots show the average 
item scores for groups of actual respondents 
located at different points along the scale. As can 
be seen, the average scores are very close to the 
expected scores; in other words, responses to this 
item show good fi t to the model.  

 The outcome of the item calibration process is 
a set of threshold locations for each item on the 
scale. A threshold locates the point on the scale 
where the probabilities of choosing two adjacent 
response categories for a particular item (for 
instance, agree and strongly agree) are equally 
likely. Figure  34.2  illustrates this using the 
response categories for the statement ‘Most 
mornings I look forward to going to school’. 
Each response category is associated with the 
region or part of the scale (shown by the vertical 
line) where it is the most probable response to the 
item stem. The dotted lines between these regions 

are used to show the thresholds, where choosing 
either of the adjacent response categories is 
equally likely.   

  Fig. 34.1    An example of an expected score curve used to investigate model fi t       

  Fig. 34.2    Locating a survey item on the scale       
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   Piloting 

 The large pool of items was trialled in two pilot 
studies. The fi rst pilot used a survey form consist-
ing of 64 items. Responses were collected from 
approximately 1,200 Year 7 and 8 students at a 
large multi-ethnic North Island school. An analy-
sis of the data was carried out using a polytomous 
form of the Rasch model called the Partial Credit 
Model (Wright & Masters,  1982  ) . The Quest 
software (   Adams & Khoo,  1999  )  was used to per-
form the analysis. 

 Statistical fi t indicators from Quest and graphi-
cal fi t indicators generated using the open source 
statistical package R suggested that overall the 
response data fi tted the measurement model well. 
Although the items had been purposefully chosen 
to represent the three different defi nitions of student 
engagement described by Fredricks et al.  (  2004  ) , 
the strength of the overall fi t suggested a single 
underlying dimension made up of three aspects. 

 We also investigated the dimensionality of 
response data using factor analysis. A three-factor 
model generated three highly correlated factors, 
and a single-factor model showed that one pre-
dominant factor explained most of the variance. 
It was decided therefore to produce one measure-
ment scale. 

 The analysis of data from the fi rst pilot was 
used to help inform the development of a more 
concise instrument. We carried out a careful 
‘weeding’ process, examining each item’s ability 
to represent one or more of the engagement 
aspects, demonstrate a level of uniqueness when 
compared to other items, and show satisfactory 
fi t to the measurement model. As a result of this 
work, the original instrument was reduced from 
64 to 36 items. A subsequent analysis using data 
from the remaining items suggested negligible 
changes in overall reliability. 

 The shorter instrument was used in the second 
pilot trial involving approximately 1,800 Year 
7–10 students from four schools chosen for their 
contrasting student populations. For instance, 
one of the schools was a girls’ high school with a 
student population of predominantly European 
descent and a high decile rating (the New Zealand 
government’s index indicating the socioeconomic 

status of the school community). The other high 
school was coeducational, had a diverse ethnic 
mix and a much lower socioeconomic rating. 

 Data from the second pilot were fi rst analysed 
school by school and then for all of the schools 
together, again using the Partial Credit Model. 
The analyses showed that overall the data fi tted 
the measurement model well, and the items func-
tioned consistently across the different schools. 
Once more, the analysis was used to inform the 
construction of a subsequent survey form, which 
was used in a much larger national trial.  

   The National Trial 

 In August 2007, data were collected from approx-
imately 8,500 students in Years 7–10 (11- to 
15-year olds). Two nationally representative sam-
ples of schools were used, one based on schools 
with Year 7 and 8 students and the other on schools 
with students in Years 9 and 10. Both samples 
were stratifi ed according to decile and school size. 
Schools were invited to involve 1, 2 or 3 classes at 
each year level depending on the size of the 
school. Each school was asked to select classes of 
students within each year level that they believed 
were representative of the range of engagement 
levels in the school. Some schools asked if they 
could involve more than three classes. This was 
allowed, and a later sub-sampling procedure was 
used to remove any potential bias from school 
types that were over-represented. 

 As had happened in the pilot trials, students 
completed the survey anonymously. We felt that 
anonymity would lead to more valid engagement 
with the survey, particularly as some of the sur-
vey items related directly to teachers. Teachers 
were asked to read a short introduction regarding 
the survey to the students, which included some 
general instructions. The students then read and 
completed the survey independently. Teachers 
were instructed that they could read a question to 
any students struggling to read the survey but that 
this should be done on an individual basis rather 
than to the whole group. Once the students had 
completed the survey, a class member was 
selected to collect the forms and return them in a 
sealed envelope to the school offi ce. When all 
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classes had completed the survey, they were 
returned to NZCER for analysis.  

   Analysis of National Trial Data 

 Data from the national trial were analysed using 
the Partial Credit Model. Graphical and statistical 
fi t indicators were used to show how well the data 
fi tted the measurement model. The overall fi t was 
very good. Three items, however, persisted in 
showing poor fi t, and after some deliberation, it 

was decided to discard these items from further 
analysis. In addition, a number of items exhibited 
little or no separation between at least two adja-
cent response categories. In these cases, we 
merged (collapsed) the adjoining response cate-
gories. For instance, for some items, strongly 
 disagree and disagree were merged into one 
 disagreement category. Subsequent analyses 
 indicated improved fi t to the model. 

 Table  34.1  shows the fi nal threshold calibra-
tions for the 33 remaining items. Often referred 
to as deltas, these are provided in the columns 

   Table 34.1    Item calibrations for the student engagement scale   

 Q  Aspect a   Item stem  d 
01

   d 
12

   d 
23

   Infi t 

  1  E  Most mornings I look forward to going to school  −1.25  0.34  2.83  0.97 

  2  E  I am proud to be at this school  −2.13  −0.71  1.55  0.97 

  3  E  Most of the time being at school puts me in a good mood  −1.74  0.00  2.64  0.97 

  4  B  I think it is important for me to behave well at school  −1.54  0.42  0.88 

  5  E (R)  School often feels like a waste of time to me  −1.47  −0.51  0.99  1.15 

  6  B  I respect other students’ space and property at this school  −1.92  0.34  1.16 

  7  E  I feel safe at school  −0.78  1.10  1.18 

  8  E  People care about each other in this school  0.03  2.55  1.22 
 10  E/B  I have a lot of respect for my teachers  −2.19  −1.17  1.11  0.81 
 11  E  My family’s culture is treated with respect by the teachers  −1.65  −0.05  1.13 
 12  E  I am comfortable talking to the teachers at this school about 

problems 
 −0.76  0.34  2.07  1.20 

 13  E  I care a lot about what my teachers think of me  −1.03  −0.23  1.33  1.09 
 14  E  Most of my teachers like me  −0.67  1.71  0.92 
 15  E/B  It is easy for me to talk about my schoolwork with most of my 

teachers 
 −1.79  −0.82  1.23  1.05 

 16  E  I feel my teachers help me learn  −1.24  0.74  0.81 
 17  C  I feel like I am making progress at school  −1.17  0.89  0.84 
 18  C  There is just the right amount of challenge for me at school  −0.63  1.41  1.13 
 19  C  I pay attention in class  −2.00  −0.52  2.22  0.87 
 20  B/C  I take school seriously  −1.88  −0.73  1.47  0.77 
 22  B/C (R)  I do as little work as possible; I just want to get by  −0.49  1.09 
 23  C  I am interested in what I am learning at school  −1.81  −0.62  1.85  0.81 
 24  C  I look for ways to improve my school work  −2.05  −0.46  1.68  0.93 
 25  B/C (R)  When schoolwork is diffi cult I stop trying  −0.55  1.07 
 26  C  I like learning new things in school  −1.32  0.72  0.90 
 27  B/C  I take care that my homework is done properly  −1.14  −0.08  1.58  0.97 
 28  C  I fi nd it easy to concentrate on what I am doing in class  −1.49  −0.04  2.61  1.00 
 29  C  I take notice of the comments my teachers make about my work  −0.57  1.07  0.90 
 30  C  At school I really care that I do my best work  −2.06  −0.68  1.30  0.77 
 31  C  My schoolwork helps in things I do outside of school  −1.19  −0.18  1.68  1.09 
 33  B (R)  I think most of my classes are a waste of time  −0.37  0.55  0.94 
 34  B (R)  I often feel bored in class  −0.30  0.78  2.34  1.13 
 35  E  My friends think school is important  −1.05  0.03  2.25  1.24 
 36  C  I talk to other people about what I am learning at school.  0.49  1.93  1.07 

   a  E  emotional,  B  behavioral,  C  cognitive, ( R ) reversed  
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labelled d 
01,

  d 
12

  and d 
23

 . For instance, d 
01

  is the 
scale location of the threshold between category 
0 (usually strongly disagree) and category 1 (usu-
ally disagree).  

 Response categories were merged for the 15 
items shown with fewer than three deltas. In most 
cases, this merging has involved the two lowest 
categories (strongly disagree and disagree). For 
two items however, the two lowest and two high-
est categories have been collapsed, resulting in a 
dichotomous item with disagree and agree cate-
gories. The fi nal column in the table is used to 
display the Infi t statistic for each item. The Infi t 
statistic provides an overall indication of how 
well the item fi ts the measurement model. Values 
that are less than or greater than indicate devia-
tion from the model. Although there is no set cut 
off, items with Infi t statistics greater than 1.2 or 
less than 0.8 are often examined further to see 
whether they should be excluded. 

 Figure  34.3  locates both the item thresholds 
and the national distribution of engagement 
scores on the scale. In the fi gure, each ‘X’ is used 
to represent 31 student scores. The thresholds are 
represented by number labels. For instance, ‘19.1’ 
is used to plot the threshold between categories 0 
and 1 (strongly disagree and disagree) for item 19 
in the survey. As can be seen, the items target 
(match) the range of engagement scores well.   

   Describing the Student Engagement 
Scale 

 Rasch measurement scales can be described to pro-
vide qualitative information regarding different 
parts of the scale. To do this, item descriptors must 
be developed and a decision made regarding the 
best way to associate the descriptors with locations 
on the scale. Once this has been decided, descrip-
tors that cluster around a given point on the scale 
can be used to describe the typical types of responses 
for respondents located at that part of the scale. 

 In order to describe the  Me and My School  
scale, descriptors for each response category 
within an item were generated by combining the 
item stem with the different levels of agreement 
(strongly disagree to strongly agree). For exam-

ple, with a stem such as ‘Most mornings I look 
forward to going to school’, the different catego-
ries where described as:

   Strongly disagrees that they look forward to • 
going to school each day  
  Disagrees that they look forward to going to • 
school each day  
  Agrees that they look forward to going to • 
school each day  
  Strongly agrees that they look forward to • 
going to school each day    
 Descriptors were not generated for response 

categories that had been merged with adjacent 
response categories during the analysis. 

 There are several ways to demarcate a scale 
according to response categories. For the purposes 
of describing the student engagement scale, a 
descriptor for each response category was associ-
ated with the location on the scale where the cate-
gory has the greatest modelled probability of being 
selected. The descriptor can then be said to signal 
a behaviour or belief most likely to be associated 
with respondents scoring at this scale location. 

 For middle response categories, for example, 
the ‘agree’ and ‘disagree’ categories, fi nding the 
point of maximum probability is relatively 
straightforward. These points for inner categories 
occur around about the halfway point between 
adjacent category thresholds. Using the halfway 
point as the most probable location for a response 
category is precise enough for the purposes of 
describing the scale. 

 Outer response categories, on the other hand, 
do not have these points of maximum probabil-
ity; the probability of choosing the ‘strongly dis-
agree’ or ‘strongly agree’ categories reaches a 
maximum at minus and plus infi nity, respectively. 
For the purposes of describing the scale, points 
must be selected where it is reasonable and con-
sistent to attach the description for these outside 
categories. Locating the descriptors for these cat-
egories half a logit below the lowest threshold 
and half a logit above the highest threshold 
achieves this. In each case, this is clearly the most 
probable category at the chosen scale location. 

 Figure  34.4  illustrates this by showing the cate-
gory probability curves for item 3: ‘Most of the 
time being at school puts me in a good mood’. Each 
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curve, from left to right plots the modelled proba-
bility of selecting a particular response category 
(strongly disagree to strongly agree). The points of 
maximum probability for the two middle categories 

are indicated by the vertical lines, along with the 
locations on the scale chosen to represent the outer 
categories (one-half logit below and above the low-
est and highest category thresholds, respectively).   

ENGAGEMENT SURVEY - NATIONAL TRIAL SEPTEMBER 2007

Item Estimates (Thresholds)
all on all (N = 8641 L = 33 Probability Level=0.50)

  6.0                   

5.0

X

4.0 X

3
3

3
3 Q35 .3
3 Q19 .3
3

3
3 Q13 .3
3 Q30 .3

  .3

2
2

2
2
2 Q19 .2
2 Q15 .2

2
1

1 Q13 .1
1

1 Q5  .1
1

1 Q24 .1
1 Q10 .1

Q36 .2

Q27 .3 Q31 .3
Q18 .2 Q20 .3

Q7 .2 Q10 .3 Q29 .2

2

Q6 .2 Q12 .2 Q36 .1

Q8 .1 Q27 .2 Q28 .2 Q31 .2

Q22 Q23 .2 Q24 .2
Q20 .2 Q25 .1 Q30 .2 Q33 .1 Q34 .1

Q12 .1

Q16 .1 Q26 .1 Q27 .1 Q31 .1

Q11 .1
Q20 .1 Q23 .1
Q30 .1

X
XX
XX

3.0 XX Q1.
XXX Q3 .

XXXXXX Q8 .2 Q28 .
XXXX Q34 .

XXXXXXXX Q12 .
2.0 XXXXXXXXXX Q23 .

XXXXXXXXXXX Q14 .2 Q24 .
XXXXXXXXXXXX Q2 .
XXXXXXXXXXXX Q15 .

XXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXX Q5
1.0 XXXXXXXXXXXXX Q17 .2

XXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXX Q16 .2 Q26 .2 Q33 .2 Q34 .
XXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXX Q4 .2
XXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXX Q1 .

XXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXX Q11 .2 Q35 .
0.0 XXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXX Q3 .

XXXXXXXXXXXXXXXX Q13 .
XXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXX Q5 .

XXXXXXXXXXX Q2 .
XXXXXXXX Q14 .1 Q18 .1 Q29 .1

-1.0 XXXXXXXX Q7 .1 Q10 .
XXXXXX Q17 .1 Q35 .

XXX Q1 .
XXX Q4

Q3
.1 Q28 .

X .
-2.0 X Q6 .1 Q15 .

X Q19 .
X Q2 .
X

-3.0

-4.0

-5.0

  Each X represents   31 students

  Fig. 34.3    Item calibration on the student engagement scale       
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   The Described Scale 

 Figure  34.5  shows the described engagement 
scale numbered from 20 to 105 ‘es’ (engagement 
scale) units. The numbers themselves are simply 
markers and indicate increasing scale locations. 
The ‘es’ unit is a linear transformation of 
the original logit unit used in the scale construc-
tion: Student Engagement Scale Score (es) = 
(logit + 5) × 10. It follows that the mean category 
threshold is set to 50 es units, and 10 es units is 
the equivalent of 1 logit. Scale descriptors, each 
covering a specifi c section of the scale, are pre-
sented to the right of the scale. As can be seen, 
high locations on the scale are associated with 
strong positive responses to the survey items and 
low scale locations with strongly negative 
responses.  

 There are some interesting observations that 
can be made using the scale description. First, it 

is interesting to note which statements are associ-
ated with high locations on the scale. For these 
statements, strong agreement only becomes most 
probable when students’ overall survey scores 
are very high. Statements at this high level 
include: ‘I fi nd it easy to concentrate on what I 
am doing in class’; ‘People care about each other 
in this school’; and ‘Most of the time being at 
school puts me in a good mood’. Strong disagree-
ment with the statement ‘I often feel bored in 
class’ is also located high on the scale. 

 Conversely, some statements are relatively 
much easier to agree with than others. These 
occur at lower levels on the scale and include 
items such as: ‘I respect other students’ space and 
property at this school’; ‘I think it is important 
for me to behave well at school’; and ‘My fami-
ly’s culture is treated with respect by the teacher’. 
These latter statements could be seen to represent 
an interesting pivot or tipping point. Their loca-
tion on the scale indicates that they are generally 

  Fig. 34.4    Selecting locations to position scale descriptors using category probability functions       
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the fi rst positive indicators to ‘turn on’ as per-
ceived engagement increases and the last to ‘turn 
off’ as it decreases. In other words, a person who 
cannot agree with these statements is generally 
unlikely to agree with other positive statements 
about engagement. It is also interesting to note 
the negative responses associated with this part 
of the scale. These could be seen as either some 
of the fi rst negative statements to appear as we go 

down the scale or some of the last negative 
responses to disappear as we go up the scale. 
The negative responses at this level include 
 disagreeing with the statements: ‘Most mornings 
I look forward to going to school’; ‘I am comfort-
able talking to the teachers about problems’; 
‘I take care that my homework is done properly’; 
and agreeing with the statement ‘I often feel 
bored in class’.  

  Fig. 34.5    The described student engagement scale       
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   National Patterns of Perceived 
Engagement 

 Once the scale was fi nalised, it became possible 
to estimate students’ survey scores on the scale 
and obtain the distribution of student engagement 
by year level. As previously noted, to ameliorate 
against the effect of some schools being over rep-
resented, an iterative sub-sampling procedure was 
used to see if any adjustments should be made to 
the initial estimate of national norms. The proce-
dure involved repeatedly sub-sampling the stu-
dent data according to national proportions in 
relation to decile group and gender. The estimates 

from each of the 200 subsamples provided a sam-
ple of means and standard deviations from which 
to estimate national norms accurately and pre-
cisely. The national data exposed some interest-
ing patterns. These include differences by year 
level, gender, ethnicity, school and class. 

   Perceived Engagement by Year Level 
and Gender 

 Figure  34.6  shows that overall the level of per-
ceived engagement recorded by the national 
New Zealand sample decreases from Years 7–10. 
At the median level, scores drop from 68 units 

  Fig. 34.6    Perceived engagement by year level       
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on the scale in Year 7–53 units in Year 10. This 
pattern of decline in engagement scores mirrors 
fi ndings from studies of engagement in the United 
States (National Research Council and the 
Institute of Measurement,  2004  ) . A very notice-
able feature of this decline is the steeper drop that 
occurs between Years 8 and 9. This is a transition 
point for most students in New Zealand when 
they will often change to a much larger school, 
usually with very different organizational struc-
tures and patterns.  

 Figure  34.6  uses triangles and squares to indi-
cate the median scale scores for boys and girls, 
respectively. As can be seen, at the median level 
Year 7, female students tend to report higher 
 levels of perceived engagement than their male 
counterparts. What is interesting, however, is that 
while overall engagement for both boys and girls 
declines from Years 7 to 10, the downward trajec-
tory for females is much greater than that for 
males. By Year 10, the median engagement scores 
for both genders are almost exactly the same. 

 As an example of how the scale description 
can provide an interpretation of the scale scores, 
it is interesting to observe how the most probable 
responses for students scoring at the 25th percen-
tile for Year 10 differ from those scoring at the 
75th percentile. These are juxtaposed in Table  34.2  
and suggest a readiness on the part of the lower 
scoring Year 10 to nominate some negative 
responses.   

   Perceived Engagement by Ethnicity 

 When  Me and My School  is administered, students 
are asked to indicate their ethnicity by choosing 

from New Zealand European, Mäori, Pacifi c, 
Asian and Other. If they choose to, they can select 
more than one ethnic group. Figure  34.7  shows 
the median scale score by year level for New 
Zealand European, Mäori, Pacifi c and Asian stu-
dents. At Years 7 and 8, the median scale score for 
Mäori students is slightly lower than the medians 
for other ethnic groups but only slightly. At Year 
9, however, there is a much larger drop for Mäori 
than for any other ethnic group. The result is a 
fairly large difference at the median for Mäori in 
their overall perception of engagement at Years 9 
and 10. As has already been noted, most students 
in Year 9 are in their fi rst year of high school.  

 Interestingly, students who choose Pacifi c as 
their ethnicity are generally more positive than 
students who choose other ethnicities. Figure  34.7  
shows them as recording higher median levels at 
Years 7, 8 and 9 on the scale than students of all 
other ethnicities. However, the drop that occurs 
between Years 8 and 9 is as steep as that recorded 
by Mäori students.  

   Perceived Engagement by School 
and by Class 

 The national survey results also show that there 
are differences between schools. Figure  34.8  
shows a range of schools with Year 8 students. As 
can be seen, students at some schools have 
responded much more positively overall than stu-
dents at other schools.  

 Within a school, there can be a large amount 
of variance at the class level. Figure  34.9  plots 
the scale scores by class for a large intermediate 
school. As shown, some students in particular 

   Table 34.2    Comparison of the scale descriptors for students scoring at the 25th and 75th percentile for Year 10   

 Scale description for 25th percentile  Scale description for 75th percentile 

 Students agree that it is important to behave well and that they 
respect other people’s space and property. They agree that teachers 
respect their family’s culture. Students disagree that their friends 
think school is important and that their schoolwork helps in things 
they do out of school. They disagree that they do their homework 
properly and that they fi nd it easy to concentrate on what they are 
doing in class. They do not associate school with good moods and 
disagree that they care what teachers think of them. Students 
disagree that their teachers help them learn. They strongly agree 
that they often feel bored in class 

 Students have a strong belief that it is 
important to behave well at school. They 
strongly agree that they respect other people’s 
space and property. Students agree that they 
pay attention in class and that their homework 
is done properly. They care what the teachers 
think of them and agree that most of their 
teachers like them. Students are interested in 
what they learn at school and agree that they 
look for ways to improve their work 
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classes tend to respond much more positively 
than students in other classes. This might be 
explained by differences in the class context, for 
instance, differences in teaching style, or because 
the class contains a particular group of students 
or both. It is interesting to note that even when a 
class or school has higher overall perceived 
engagement, there is still a spread of results indi-
cating different experiences for different individ-
ual students.    

   Future Directions and Final Thoughts 

 The  Me and My School  survey is available for 
use by New Zealand schools on a subscription 
basis. As well as the paper and pencil version, an 
online version of the survey has been developed. 
NZCER supports the survey with data entry and 
reporting services. Over the last 3 years, more 
than 200 schools have subscribed to use the 

  Fig. 34.7    Perceived engagement by ethnic group       

 



72134 Measuring Student Engagement…

 survey, some of them multiple times. Reactions 
have been favourable with schools describing it 
as a catalyst for deeper involvement and interest 
in student engagement issues. The survey has also 
been used outside of New Zealand. In these cases, 
NZCER has worked with interested organisations 
and researchers to provide support with analysis. 

 A number of avenues for future directions 
have begun to be explored. One of these involves 
the extension of the survey to other year levels. 
Recently, national trials occurred for a version of 
the survey aimed at students in Years 4–6 (8- to 
11-year olds). This version of the survey used a 
subset of the items contained in the Year 7–10 

version. Many of the items were reworded to 
make them more age appropriate. To administer 
the survey, the questions were read to the stu-
dents, rather than being read independently. The 
work carried out so far has suggested that there 
are developmental differences that need to be 
taken into account when measuring engagement 
at different year levels. It is plausible that the 
nature of engagement changes over time and that 
indicators of engagement can be more or less rel-
evant at different ages. A Rasch analysis of the 
two surveys, linked through common items, sug-
gests that there are differences in item function-
ing between the two levels. 

  Fig. 34.8    Perceived engagement for a group of schools       
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 Another avenue for future research involves 
exploring how the survey can better recognise 
aspects of engagement that are pertinent to Mäori 
students. Recently the Ministry of Education’s 
Mäori Education Strategy, Ka Hikitia—Managing 
for Success: The Mäori Education Strategy 2008–
2012 (Ministry of Education,  2009  )  has placed an 
emphasis on developing educational contexts that 
engage Mäori students by recognising the impor-
tance of language, identity and culture, and which 
develop a reciprocal learning relationship between 
teachers and students. It has been suggested that 
an engagement survey for Mäori students should 
include items which are sensitive to this type of 
engagement. Future work in this direction could 
involve the development of additional items for 
the  Me and My School  survey or the development 
of a stand-alone instrument. 

 The  Me and My School  survey provides a stan-
dardized mechanism that students can use anony-
mously to make judgements on a series of indicators 
related to their own level of engagement. As such, 

it brings an important voice to the table—student 
voice. As a mechanism for providing student voice, 
it is systematic and has been developed with some 
rigour. However, it is not necessarily a strong 
example of student voice—it is, at best, a starting 
point, or as schools describe it, a catalyst for some-
thing deeper and more real. 

 A voice requires a listener. 
 Brent Davis  (  1996  )  explained listening as a 

coming together, a kind of touching from a dis-
tance. He argued that the most powerful type of 
listening involves a conversation where, rather 
than trying to impose or provide a viewpoint to 
another—as in a discussion—we work together to 
reach a joint understanding. This type of listening 
means that:

  There is no winner, no gaining of the upper hand, 
no fi nal word, no compulsion to stick with the 
topic. Rather, the conversation allows us to move 
freely and interactively towards those questions 
that animate us while enabling us to explore not 
just the topics that emerge, but why such topics 
capture our interest in the fi rst place (p. 40).   

  Fig. 34.9    Perceived engagement for a group of classes within a school       
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 For Davis, ‘A goal of the conversation is to 
deepen understanding and, in that deepening, to 
create knowledge’ (p. 40). 

 Perhaps the real secret of engagement is to 
develop our ability to listen to students’ voices and 
to involve them in conversations. Conversations 
will sometimes be about learning areas like math-
ematics, science, English and history and/or about 
the students themselves, their heritage, culture, 
intuitions and experiences, and their emerging 
place in the world. If  Me and My School  helps us 
listen, then it will have served its purpose.      
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  Abstract 

 Schools and districts encounter many challenges when attempting to sup-
port systems-level use of engagement data. These challenges range from 
integrating disparate sources of data to collecting (and ensuring the mean-
ingfulness of ) data on the less observable cognitive and affective subtypes 
of engagement, to increasing the frequency with which data can be updated 
and disseminated, and to implementing appropriate interventions based 
upon assessed engagement. Acknowledging the need for further study on 
school systems’ empirically guided efforts to effectively use engagement 
data, this chapter details one, large, urban-fringe district’s effort to use these 
types of data. The delineation is intended as a tangible example with suffi -
cient detail to support commentary, suggestions for improvements, and calls 
for relevant further research. The example should also provide guidance 
suffi cient for other school systems to consider and select types of informa-
tion and methods of dissemination useful within their efforts to promote 
student engagement and outcomes related to it. Suggestions for further 
research and visions of future use of engagement data are also provided.    

 Student engagement has emerged as a desirable 
target for intervention efforts due to perceptions 
of its value as an outcome, critical contributions 
to authentic and continued learning, and mallea-
bility (Fredricks, Blumenfeld, & Paris,  2004  ) . 
School and district efforts to focus upon engage-
ment have the potential to not only impact valued 
student outcomes but also to underscore the 

importance of engaged learners themselves. 
At the intersection of theory and practical appli-
cation stand many challenges, decisions, and les-
sons learned. This chapter focuses on the 
experiences of a single, large district in address-
ing the challenges, explicating the decisions, and 
sharing the resulting successes and shortcomings 
of an effort to systematically analyze, dissemi-
nate, and utilize student engagement data. The 
intent is to offer a forthright example that can 
serve as a beginning point for further conversa-
tions and research on how engagement theory 
can practically infl uence district-wide data use 
and intervention efforts. 

    J.  J.   Appleton ,  Ph.D.   (*)
       Offi ce of Research and Evaluation, Gwinnett County 
Public Schools ,   Suwanee ,  GA ,  USA       
e-mail:  Jim_Appleton@gwinnett.k12.ga.us   

      Systems Consultation: Developing 
the Assessment-to-Intervention Link 
with the Student Engagement 
Instrument       
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   Defi nition    of Student Engagement 

 This chapter adopts a perspective of engagement 
that is closely aligned with Newmann and col-
leagues’ (Newmann, Wehlage, & Lamborn,  1992  )  
defi nition as the “…student’s psychological [men-
tal, cognitive, emotional] investment in and effort 
[behaviors] directed toward learning, understand-
ing, or mastering the knowledge, skills, or crafts 
that academic work is intended to promote” (p. 12). 
Key in this perspective is the multidimensional 
nature implied by psychological as well as behav-
ioral components and the importance of a persis-
tent focus on educational outcomes. The adherence 
to a multidimensional view of the engagement 
construct is consistent with seminal theoretical 
and empirical work in the fi eld (e.g., Finn,  1989 ; 
Fredricks et al.,  2004 ; National Research Council 
and Institute of Medicine,  2004  ) . Specifi cally, 
the defi nition adopted here considers four sub-
types of engagement: academic, behavioral, cog-
nitive, and affective/emotional. Academic 
engagement is defi ned by behaviors that have, as 
their purpose, the high-quality accomplishment 
of the academic tasks of schooling and can be 
indexed by student data such as asking questions 
on content in class, completing assigned class 
work, and accruing credits toward graduation. 
Behavioral engagement is defi ned as additional 
school supportive behaviors that demonstrate an 
allegiance or adherence to the school and/or its 
staff and can be observed in actions such as 
prompt and persistent school attendance, involve-
ment in extracurricular activities, and the avoid-
ance of deviant behaviors. Cognitive engagement 
is defi ned as investment in the work of learning as 
well as the refi nement and deployment of strate-
gic thinking (Fredricks et al.). Affective/emo-
tional engagement is defi ned as affi liation/
identifi cation with school (e.g., Finn), including 
the staff and students that populate it and the emo-
tions experienced during the tasks of schooling. 
Cognitive and affective/emotional subtypes of 
engagement are frequently assessed via student 
perceptions and considered less observable than 
academic or behavioral subtypes (Appleton, 
Christenson, & Furlong,  2008  ) . This defi nition 

honors the traditional theoretical adherence to 
three subtypes while acknowledging the practical 
concern that aggregation of data across academic 
and behavioral subtypes may provide similar 
profi les for socially but not  academically active 
students and those involved academically but not 
socially.  

   Student Engagement Versus 
Motivation 

 Discussions of student engagement often raise 
questions concerning the construct’s relationship 
to motivation. From the perspective of this chapter, 
motivation is perceived to be necessary, but not 
suffi cient for engagement (Appleton et al.,  2008  ) . 
Engagement operates within a motivational 
framework (Connell & Wellborn,  1991  )  and is 
dependent upon psychological processes such as 
autonomy (Skinner, Wellborn, & Connell,  1990  ) , 
relatedness/belonging (Goodenow & Grady, 
 1993  ) , and competence (Baumeister & Leary, 
 1995 ; Schunk,  1991  ) . Yet, engagement represents 
action taken upon that motivation or “ energy in 
action , the connection between person and activ-
ity” (Russell, Ainley, & Frydenberg,  2005 , p. 1) 
that is dependent upon the fi t between student 
and context (Reschly & Christenson,  2006a, 
  2006b  ) . A comparison between the breadth of 
motivational constructs (Maehr & Meyer,  1997  )  
and efforts to sample aspects of these constructs 
to predict engagement quickly demonstrates the 
minimalist nature of the engagement construct. 
Engagement represents a pragmatic effort to 
reduce queries of motivation to fewer items 
across constructs in order to predict directed 
energy/action.  

   Context 

 Gwinnett County Public Schools (GCPS) is a 
large, urban-fringe district northeast of Atlanta 
with nearly 161,000 students, 130 facilities, and a 
fi scal year 2011 annual budget of 1.76 billion 
dollars. The student demographic characteristics, 
as of spring 2010, included 0.4% American 
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Indian, 28.6% African American, 10.3% Asian 
American, 25.3% Hispanic, 3.8% multiracial, 
and 31.6% White. Additionally, 12% of students 
were served in special education, 16% were des-
ignated as English language learners (ELLs), and 
50% were eligible for free or reduced-price 
school lunch (GCPS,  2010  ) . 

 In many respects, GCPS could be considered 
a near best-case scenario for a district attempt to 
systematically analyze and utilize engagement 
data. First, the importance of promoting engage-
ment, as a critical component of student learning, 
is recognized and supported by the CEO/superin-
tendent. This support is demonstrated within dis-
cussions of teaching and learning, advocacy for a 
district-wide Student Advisement Program 
(SAP), fall and spring semester surveying of stu-
dent perspectives of engagement, and the imple-
mentation of several smaller, complementary 
engagement-supportive programs. Schools are 
required to provide an advisement program with 
every student assigned to an advisor. Research-
based optimal and minimal parameters are 
provided for the frequency and duration of advise-
ment group meetings, size of advisement groups, 
and duration of advisor-advisee relationships. 
Secondly, the diversity and size of the student 
population of GCPS increased the likelihood of a 
rich dataset for examining baseline characteris-
tics of engagement as well as trends not only over 
time but also across and within students of differ-
ing demographic backgrounds. Thirdly, the dis-
trict focus on data-based decision-making and an 
engagement-based logic model ensured the need 
for several years of engagement data to properly 
evaluate the effectiveness of the SAP. Finally, 
many of the challenges of scale were mitigated, 
and often outweighed, by the data-processing 
infrastructure (e.g., survey scanning, data inte-
gration, data-querying capacity) of GCPS’ 
Information Management Division (IMD). 

 Despite the existing facilitative components, 
several challenges also confronted this effort to 
make wider use of engagement data. These chal-
lenges included logistical issues with integrating 
existing academic and behavioral data as well as 
reporting in a format considered relevant and 
meaningful to report to consumers. Statistical 

concerns also surfaced in comparing engagement 
factors consisting of different numbers of items 
and attempting to link engagement to meaningful 
district-, school-, and student-level outcomes. 
Data privacy issues and database limitations 
occurred during efforts to quickly and widely dis-
seminate reports only to those staff with a need 
for the information. The sections that follow 
detail the efforts and processes undertaken to 
implement a systems-level use of student engage-
ment data as well as the vision these efforts 
engendered for an improved set of future pro-
cesses. The current implementation and vision of 
future implementations are offered in a manner 
as transparent and thorough as possible. The 
belief is that transparency and thoroughness will 
support detailed conversations and research agen-
das for furthering the effectiveness of using 
engagement data within districts.  

   Implementation 

   Data Integration 

 As documented by many, data indicating the aca-
demic and behavioral engagement of students 
typically exist within district current electronic 
collections (Appleton et al.,  2008 ; Fredricks 
et al.,  2004  ) . The decision within GCPS to begin 
to gather data on the cognitive and affective sub-
types of engagement was mainly the result of the 
need to evaluate the SAP. The conceived purpose 
for these data was to represent a mediating or 
moderating variable linking or attenuating the 
relationship between implementation of the SAP 
and academic outcomes of interest. Beginning in 
the fall of the 2007–2008 school year, the Student 
Engagement Instrument (SEI) (Appleton, 
Christenson, Kim, & Reschly,  2006 ; Betts, 
Appleton, Reschly, Christenson, & Huebner, 
 2010  )  was administered, each fall and spring 
semester, as the means for collecting cognitive 
and affective engagement data on nearly all 6th–
12th grade GCPS students. To date, SEI data have 
been collected each fall and spring semester. 
Moreover, as school and district staff learned of 
the plan to gather data on student perceptions of 
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engagement, they requested reports and data, and 
the initial purpose for the results expanded into 
other potential uses. 

 Given this expansion, appropriate language 
for conveying the importance of forthright 
answers, informing students that their data would 
be merged with other student-level data, and 
guaranteeing the confi dentiality of their responses 
was an important initial challenge. The selected 
introductory text (see Fig.  35.1 ) highlighted the 
lack of access of any school staff member to indi-
vidual student responses while informing stu-
dents of staff access to aggregations of their 
responses at the factor/theme 1  level. An addi-
tional goal of the introductory text on the GCPS 
SEI was to convey the intended use of the results 
for modifying the school climate and improving 
the experiences of those less engaged students. 
The intent was to increase student perceptions of 
the value of providing forthright responses. Also, 
a GCPS version of the standardization procedures 
used in the piloting of the SEI was provided to 
staff administering the engagement instrument 
(see Fig.  35.2 ). Subsequent presentations to advi-
sors on the role of student engagement, plan to 
survey cognitive and affective engagement, and 
intent to report results provided rich qualitative 
data on advisor concerns and opportunities for 
clarifi cation of processes. Advisors provided 
comments to clarify the introductory text on the 
GCPS SEI. Moreover, they preferred “affective” 
to “psychological” engagement to avoid confu-
sion with psychopathology and expressed the 

desire to receive student-level engagement data-
sets in addition to reports.   

 SEIs were administered during SAP group 
meetings using paper surveys with results scanned 
into a data fi le by the IMD. IMD and Offi ce of 
Research and Evaluation (ORE) staff spent time 
clarifying several critical aspects of the data. Since 
students were responsible for entering their unique 
GCPS student ID on the SEI, a convention was 
needed to ensure engagement responses were used 
only when one could have great confi dence that 
the student was correctly identifi ed. Also, a deci-
sion on whether to include the multiple SEI com-
pletions of concurrently enrolled students (e.g., a 
survey response at both their home high school 
and at a district technological charter school) was 
needed. IMD and ORE staff decided that an exact 
match from the provided student ID (PSID) and 
location code from the school at which the SEI 
was completed (CLC) to the GCPS data systems 
student ID (DSID) and enrolled location code 
(ELC) would indicate a correct identifi cation. 
Moreover, to avoid losing mobile students from 
the datasets, the PSID and CLC would be consid-
ered a correct identifi cation if they matched the 
DSID and the former location code of a student 
(FLC). ORE staff decided that the SEI’s focus 
upon the school at which the student responded 
supported the relevance of including responses 
from both schools of a concurrently enrolled stu-
dent. Finally, the inability to differentiate the true 
response (or even if both responses originated 
from the same student given that a one-digit change 
in a PSID can be an exact match with another stu-
dent’s DSID), multiple responses with the same 
PSID and CLC were deleted from the datasets. 

  Fig. 35.1    SEI introductory text       

   1   “Theme” is the term used in descriptions of results to 
consumers of these reports in our district.  
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 After distilling all responses to those matched, 
with great confi dence, to GCPS students, the 
IMD merged several other data identifi ers of 
engagement including days enrolled, days tardy, 
days absent, disciplinary incidents, in-school sus-
pension days, out-of-school suspension days, 
credits accrued, as well as demographic data and 
each student’s advisor’s name. This data fi le was 
used to generate all reports and datasets provided 
to advisors and schools. The proportion of cogni-
tive and affective engagement data that matched 
district student data records ranged from around 

65–75% of all GCPS middle and high school 
 students across the years of administrations. 

 The provision of engagement results could be 
grouped into two main categories: student-focused 
and aggregated. Student-focused reports and data-
sets were those whose primary purpose was juxta-
posing data on individual students with the goal of 
identifying students demonstrating disengagement 
from school. Aggregated results were summary 
reports whose purpose was providing schools and 
the district with information on the general engage-
ment of students across meaningful subgroups and 

  Fig. 35.2    SEI administration standardization procedures       
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for assisting in detecting engagement changes that 
may be associated with group intervention efforts.  

   Student-Focused Results 

 The information provided and the dissemination 
formats of results were the outgrowth of iterative 
processes of reporting, eliciting responses, and 
issuing modifi ed reports for further response. 
Additionally, the information reported was infl u-
enced by large dataset analyses attempting to link 
student engagement to district-valued outcomes. 
Through this process, several reports and datasets 
were settled upon for routine distribution. 
Student-focused information included the advisor-
advisee report and the engagement pattern data-
set. The advisor-advisee reports contained a 
stacked horizontal bar graph with each of the six 
SEI factors contributing a portion (i.e., one sixth) 
to the total bar length. Each of the SEI factors 
was represented by an average of the respective 
items which were scaled from one to four 
(responses are reversed to 1 (strongly disagree) 
to 4 (strongly agree)). Currently, averages are 
calculated from the unweighted response values 
of one to four. Another approach would be to 
present the value of an item according to its con-
tribution to the factors estimated in factor analyses 
of the SEI (see Appleton et al.,  2006 ; Betts et al., 
 2010  ) . The six factors, teacher-student relation-
ships (TSR), control and relevance of schoolwork 
(CRSW), peer support at school (PSS), future 
aspirations and goals (FG), family support for 
learning (FSL), and intrinsic motivation (IM), 
are composed of two to nine items each. To 
ensure that factor means contained a meaningful 
portion of the items composing them, means 
were only computed if respondents answered 
50% or more of the items (except the IM factor 
for which the completion of both items was 
required). In this report, a stacked horizontal bar 
was presented for each advisee in an advisor’s 
group along with a single lower stacked horizon-
tal bar indicating the averages for the group of 
advisees (see Fig.  35.3 ). Since each factor is 
scaled from one to four, the stacked bar for a 
student with responses suffi cient to calculate a 
mean for each factor ranged from 6 to 24.  

 The distinction between  level  of engagement 
and  change  in engagement is critical for under-
standing the meaning and potential uses of the 
advisor-advisee reports produced in the fall and 
spring of the academic year. After each adminis-
tration (fall and spring of each academic year), 
advisor-advisee engagement  level  reports were 
prepared to detail the average of each student, at 
that administration, within each SEI factor. These 
reports were intended to enable advisors to com-
pare the overall cognitive and affective engage-
ment of each advisee to the group as a whole as 
well as discern student areas of relatively higher 
and lower engagement among the SEI factors. 
When compared with aggregated reports of 
school and district results, these reports could be 
used to situate students within typical school and 
district levels of engagement. In addition, means 
that were relatively low could be considered 
along with available academic and behavioral 
engagement data sources to note potential stu-
dents in need of intervention as well as the rela-
tive strengths and weaknesses that might be 
consulted in implementing an intervention. 

 In the spring of each academic year, advisor-
advisee engagement  change  reports were pro-
duced. These reports again used stacked bar 
graphs but displayed the differences between the 
spring and fall means for each SEI factor. 
Differences were reported for all students com-
pleting an SEI at both the fall and spring admin-
istrations. Since the fall mean was subtracted 
from the spring mean, values were positive only 
when student reports of cognitive and affective 
engagement increased from fall to spring on a 
particular SEI factor. Also, rather than the values 
from 6 to 24 (the typical range of scores on the 
level reports), the focus in these reports was zero 
on the change scale. Zero represented a student 
who maintained the same level of engagement 
from fall to spring. While bars to the positive 
side (right) of zero suggested improvements 
in engagement, bars to the negative side (left) 
of zero suggested declines in engagement (see 
Fig.  35.4 ). The values in these reports were 
weighted as described below and enabled advi-
sors to compare engagement changes among 
their individual advisees and in reference to dis-
trict change values. Also, the interpretation of 
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change within the context of the level data of fall 
or spring was important. The use of these two 
types of reports together (see Figs.  35.3  and 
 35.4 ) enabled an advisor to not only evaluate the 
meaningfulness of the change of a student (rela-
tive to the district) but also to determine whether 
the amount of change resulted in a satisfactory 
concluding position or, alternatively, represented 
the infl uence of a fl oor or ceiling effect. That is, 
how much change occurred given the “change 
space” (i.e., room for change) and did that change 
result in a fi nal level that (relative to district data) 
seems to position the student well among his or 
her peers?  

 In striving to ensure student-focused change 
reports were meaningful, an important issue sur-
faced. This issue involved the divisibility of fac-
tors and arose as a result of the varying number of 
items across SEI factors. Consider that the TSR 
factor contained nine items while the FSL factor 

contained four. For a student completing all of the 
items for each of these factors, the TSR factor 
would result in a mean with eight potential non-
zero decimal suffi xes while the FSL factor pro-
duced a resulting mean with the potential for only 
three. That is, the mean for the TSR factor was cal-
culated with division by nine enabling a decimal 
suffi x the same as that of any integer multiple of 
1/9 (or approximately .11) while the mean of the 
FSL factor resulted from division by four allowing 
for a suffi x the same as integer multiples of 1/4 (or 
.25). Further, fall-to-spring differences on these 
factors would be constrained to differences con-
taining these same suffi xes. The critical issue arose 
upon examination, across SEI factors, of the size 
of student changes from fall to spring. Inevitably, 
the change of a single response to a single item by 
a one-unit move upward or downward on the 
(1 = strongly disagree (SD) to 4 = strongly agree 
(SA)) scale would produce a change of 1/9 on the 

  Fig. 35.3    Spring student-focused SEI-based advisor-advisee level report       
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TSR factor but1/4 on the FSL factor. Essentially, a 
change of approximately .11 could be miscon-
strued as smaller than a change of .25 when, in 
fact, both represented a change of the smallest unit 
possible on that factor. 

 To offset this issue and produce reports that 
better-supported comparisons of change across 
SEI factors, the difference in means was multi-
plied by the number of items composing that fac-
tor. For instance, the one-item, one-unit change 
on the TSR of 1/9 was multiplied by 9, and that 
same change of 1/4 on the FSL was multiplied 
by 4. This standardization would produce a value 
of 1 for each of these changes. The interpretation of 
the value, for these weighted change factors, then 
became the number of smallest changes possible 
that were made from fall to spring. Implicitly, 
this standardization elevated the importance of 
focusing upon the smallest unit of change and 
considered these changes equal across factors. 

This standardization also limits the total amount 
of change on a factor to be a function of the num-
ber of items. For instance, the maximal change 
on a nine-item factor is between 9 (all SDs) and 
36 (all SAs) or 27 units of change, while for a 
four-item factor, it is between 4 and 16 or 12 units 
of change. Nearly all fall-to-spring changes on 
the SEI were not extreme enough to use all (or 
even most) units of change, but the difference in 
change units available due to factor size does 
deserve mention. 

 Beyond the reports, student-focused datasets 
have also been generated for use by schools. 
These datasets evolved as student-reported 
engagement was statistically related to academic 
and behavioral outcomes of interest. At both the 
middle and high school levels, SEI-reported 
cognitive and affective engagement  level  was 
related to signifi cant and substantive differences 
in state test performance as well as the frequency 

  Fig. 35.4    Spring student-focused SEI-based advisor-advisee change report       
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and severity of disciplinary infractions and atten-
dance (see Appleton, Reschly, & Martin,  2011  ) . 
These differences in outcomes were pronounced 
between reported cognitive and affective engage-
ment values in the percentiles of top 10%, middle 
80%, and lowest 10% for the district. Moreover, 
these relationships persisted, at substantive 
levels, across 3 years of data (2007–2008, 2008–
2009, and 2009–2010). Therefore, separately for 
middle and high school levels, SEI all items (SEI 
total) response averages at or above the 90th per-
centile, between the 90th and 10th percentiles, 
and at the 10th percentile or lower were differen-
tiated in the school-provided datasets. In the 
dataset, each student provided a unique case with 
a single value for the SEI total mean and percen-
tile category. In addition to these values based 
upon the SEI total, student means on each of the 
SEI factors were expressed in standard deviation 
units from the GCPS mean (i.e., standardized). 
To assist users, Excel cells were modifi ed (con-
ditionally formatted) to automatically set back-
ground color and font such that percentile 
category values of “lowest 10%” would be high-
lighted among the values of “middle 80%” and 
“highest 10%” (see Fig.  35.5 ). In the reports pro-
vided to district staff, an automatic formatting 
color scheme was also adopted for the standard-
ized SEI factor means with those greater than or 
equal to 1.0 changed to green, between −1.5 
and −2.5 to yellow, and those less than or equal 
to −2.5 to red. 2   

 The intent of the formatting was to enable staff 
to differentiate the intensity of intervention 
needed across groups of students. Staff were 
advised to fi rst examine the percentile category 
value since it related most closely to district-level 
analyses relating engagement to desired out-
comes. Suggested subsequent examinations were 
to consider the standardized SEI factor values as 
well as other academic and behavioral engage-
ment data included in the dataset. Guidance was 
also provided that staff should consult daily 
updated web-accessible sources of attendance 
and disciplinary data and, potentially, stand-alone 
databases containing current course performance 
data. The simple goal of the guidance was to 
encourage consideration of the total and factor-
level cognitive and affective engagement data 
within the context of current information offered 
by more dynamic academic and behavioral 
engagement data. As an example, one school may 
have several students within the “lowest 10%” 
category of the district while another may have 
few. The fi rst school may exhaust their resources 
attending solely to their large number of students 

  Fig. 35.5    Fall SEI portion of student-focused dataset       

   2   The category-driven methods used to convey student-
level information to school staff within these datasets are 
an improvement upon the single values provided in the 
advisor-advisee reports, but the concern with measure-
ment error is one which requires consideration in future 
research and report production efforts.  
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in the lowest percentile category while the sec-
ond may also be able to add students with moder-
ate percentile category (e.g., “middle 80%”) 
values but some (or several) low standardized 
SEI factor values. In either case, upon identifying 
the students at greatest risk based upon SEI 
results, both schools would then consult current 
academic and behavioral data to triangulate infor-
mation and confi rm the students most in need of 
intervention at that specifi c point in time. 

 Logistically, these student-level reports requi-
red numerous iterations with the dataset as well 
as an effi cient method for outputting the results 
into a format accessible to the users. To provide 
an understanding of the scale of the project in 
GCPS, there are approximately 3,500 advisors 
with spring reports including four graphs per 
advisor resulting in the need to generate, and effi -
ciently output, around 14,000 graphs. Fortunately, 
several relatively common software applications 
enabled the systematic and effi cient generation of 
these graphs. 3  The main application was SPSS 
15.0 for formatting and cleaning the data as well 
as generating the graphs. SPSS provides the abil-
ity to use menu-driven options to fi lter and create 
the desired graphs and then to be able to paste the 
syntax into the editor. Using an export of the fre-
quency table of school names merged with advi-
sor names (e.g., “Gwinnett High – John Advisor”) 
to MS Excel, one can paste the SPSS syntax into 
MS Word and then merge all school-advisor 
combinations into the syntax using a common 
Word feature. The frequency table was also used 
to fi nd advisor-advisee groups too large for all 
advisee stacked bars to fi t within single-page 
graphs. These groups were reduced to alphabet-
ized subgroups (about 32–34 students per graph) 
using an algorithm and the “compute” option 
within SPSS. The Word feature used to combine 
the Excel data and SPSS syntax was “mail merge” 
which is often used to integrate names and 
addresses within the context of a Word-created 

letter. In this case, the components of the SPSS 
syntax that changed from one group of advisees 
to the next were merged from the Excel fi le into 
the SPSS syntax contained in Word. Following 
the generation of the merged syntax within Word, 
the syntax was copied and pasted into Notepad to 
remove most formatting and then back into the 
SPSS syntax editor for generating the reports. 
The created SPSS syntax iteratively fi ltered out 
all but the advisees for a particular advisor, gen-
erated the graphs for that advisor, and then 
applied that school-advisor title before moving 
onto the next advisor. 

 In many cases, looping commands are able to 
be used directly within the syntax to avoid the 
merging process. The looping command would 
direct the processor to iterate graphs between a 
specifi ed beginning and end point. In this case, 
the graphing function called was not able to be 
combined with a looping command. In the pro-
cess used, graphs were generated with menu-
driven options until generating as expected and 
until the page setup specifi cations ensured graphs 
required minimal additional formatting before 
exporting. Then syntax was pasted, and the merge 
process was conducted and tested until also gen-
erating graphs as expected. Then as many graphs 
as possible were generated with a single section 
of syntax 4  with the graphs of each SPSS output 
fi le exported to individual PDFs named according 
to the fi rst and last school and advisor name con-
tained within the graphs. These individual fi les 
were merged into a single PDF, and the large 
PDF was updated to contain any information 
considered important to convey to users. A confi -
dentiality warning, interpretive guide, and com-
mentary on the scale values and date of assessment 
were all added to the single PDF (see Fig   s.  35.3  
and  35.6 ). Finally, the comprehensive PDF was 
split by school and pasted to the Lotus Notes 
database used to provide information to the lead-
ership of individual schools.   

   3   District-owned software specifi c to GCPS’ method of 
generating graphs are highlighted, but freeware such as R 
(see   http://www.r-project.org/    ) and Open Offi ce (see 
  http://www.openoffi ce.org/    ) may be suitable alternatives.  

   4   Memory limitations of the computer used will dictate the 
maximum able to be generated at once.  

http://www.r-project.org/
http://www.openoffice.org/
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   Aggregated Results 

 In addition to student-level results, school and 
district-level results were also generated. These 
types of aggregated results, whether stand-alone 
or embedded within advisor-advisee reports, are 
critical for supporting appropriate and useful 
comparisons. For instance, given that previous 
research has suggested that student levels of 
engagement tended to decrease across time in 
secondary schools (Eccles et al.,  1993  ) , how 
should one interpret decreases in engagement 
among their group of advisees or at their particu-
lar school? Deferring to previous research sug-
gesting differences in engagement for students at 
higher secondary grade levels, school and district 
SEI data were differentiated by grade level (see 
Fig.  35.7 ). Given the usefulness of evaluating 
both level and change results, these data were 
combined in a single report. Also, the issue of 

divisibility across factors with differing numbers 
of items, discussed above, was able to be 
addressed using a more common method. It was 
believed that larger increments in terms of divis-
ibility would result in larger standard deviations. 
Therefore, the change values for both school- and 
district-grade levels were subjected to paired-
samples  t -tests as well as reported as effect sizes 
in terms of Cohen’s  d . These steps were taken to 
increase the likelihood that differences repre-
sented as meaningful changes would be so. The 
use of Cohen’s  d  also supported the reference to 
common effect size differences for interpreting 
the meaning of small, moderate, and large 
changes (i.e., .20, .50, and .80, respectively). 
Though some have recommended the develop-
ment of empirical benchmark rather than rules of 
thumb (e.g., see Hill, Bloom, Black, & Lipsey, 
 2008  ) , and alternatives are being considered for 
future reports.   

  Fig. 35.6    SEI data interpretive guide including item and factor descriptions       
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   Ad Hoc Results 

 Beyond the data produced routinely following 
each SEI administration, requests have also been 
received for specialized analyses. Examples 
included the use of SEI data in the evaluation of 
both the effect of the graduation coach (GC) and of 
the community-based mentoring (CBM) pro-
grams. The GC program assigned a school adult to 
monitor, coordinate resources, and intervene with 
middle and high students at-risk for dropping out 
based upon state-provided risk ratios and ongoing 
school-retrieved student data. The CBM program 
matched community mentors with at-risk, male, 
middle school students to provide support for aca-
demic and social development. The analyses con-
ceptualized student cognitive and affective 
engagement as variables moderating the relation-
ships between the infl uence of these programs and 
desired academic and behavioral outcomes.   

   Future Directions 

 The sections above describe efforts to attend to 
aspects of engagement beyond the academic and 
behavioral subtypes that are generally either easily 
accessible from district web-based data systems or 
extractable, with more effort, from separate data 
systems. The vision for the future focuses on the 
results of further analyses with newly acquired 
outcome data as well as advancing the delivery 
methods of timely engagement data. 

   Vision 

 Effectively monitoring student engagement 
requires dynamic data converted to useful infor-
mation and delivered routinely across those 
adults interacting with the student. To date, SEI 
data provide values on subtypes of engagement 

  Fig. 35.7    Spring aggregated SEI-based school and district report       
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previously not assessed or monitored. Yet, the 
current sources of information are diffi cult to act 
upon at times (especially the farther from the 
administration date the reports and datasets are 
utilized). Also, a comprehensive view of a stu-
dent’s engagement currently requires the juxta-
position of a number of different resources. 
Moreover, the resources, once assembled, are not 
easily shared between the adults interacting with 
the students examined. Ideally, the most impor-
tant engagement data would be provided across 
the contexts interacting with the student (e.g., 
school staff, family, community mentors). 
Moreover, the engagement data would have been 
statistically related to valued outcomes and there-
fore provide meaningful cut scores on engage-
ment variables to facilitate effi cient intervention 
efforts. Additionally, all values with data accru-
ing across the academic year would be updated as 
frequently as relevant and meaningful. 

 Figures  35.8  and  35.9  provide a graphical rep-
resentation of the vision for future systems-level 

uses of student engagement data. Through a part-
nership with the National Student Clearinghouse 
(NSC), data were able to be acquired on the post-
secondary education outcomes of several years 
of the district’s students. These data include 
enrollment and persistence within, as well as 
graduation from, over 92% of the nation’s institu-
tions of higher education (including 2–4-year, 
trade, and vocational schools). As depicted in 
Fig.  35.8 , the NSC data provide objective valued 
outcomes to which earlier benchmarks can be 
statistically linked. These efforts at linking will 
have to heed the advice of researchers such as 
Gleason and Dynarski  (  2002  )  and Hintze and 
Silberglitt  (  2005  )  to attend to the properties of 
predictors. Predictive power (PP), both in terms 
of the percentage of those predicted to fall short 
of some valued outcome that actually do and 
those predicted to achieve an outcome that actu-
ally do, will be important. The important role of 
the fi rst aspect of PP is ensuring that those desig-
nated for an intervention truly are in need of it. 

  Fig. 35.8    Model for building, evaluating, and refi ning a dynamic, engagement-based assessment-to-intervention report       
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Additional properties include sensitivity (yield) 
and specifi city which examine the percentage of 
all those falling short of an outcome that are 
fl agged by the cut score on the predictor as well 
as those achieving the outcome that are also above 
the cut score, respectively. Perhaps most critical 
are the fi rst aspect of PP (also called effi ciency) 
which represents a loss of effi cient use of resources 
if students are incorrectly designated at-risk (see 
Gleason & Dynarski) and sensitivity which repre-
sents those students truly at-risk but missing out 
on interventions due to their classifi cation.   

 Cut scores will be generated on predictors 
across the subtypes of engagement as well as pri-
mary and secondary grades and then refi ned as 
their properties are examined. Initial efforts will 
involve a chain of predictors extending from the 
fi nal valued outcome with most connected via 
their prediction of a subsequent predictor. As the 
longitudinal dataset extends over time, more 
intermediary predictors will be examined for util-
ity in predicting the fi nal valued outcome. 

Additionally, the intent will be to continue to add 
even more formative predictors, each reducing the 
time between cut scores to assess a given student’s 
trajectory. In Fig.  35.8 , these ideas are illustrated in 
the “Analysis Level” with the results arriving for 
consumption in the “User Level” and a more 
detailed report illustrated in Fig.  35.9 . The report 
displayed will be the level below a single icon rep-
resenting cumulative risk and the level above more 
detailed information specifying the exact source 
responsible for the color and shape change of an 
icon (e.g., the specifi c subject and assignments 
missed that resulted in the “Assignment Completion 
Rate” indicator changing from a green square to 
yellow triangle or red exclamation point). 

 Also, the student engagement indicators are 
separated by subtype to facilitate intervention, 
and the values of indicators are separated based 
upon whether they provide context (and are 
fi xed) or represent the accruing reality of the 
present. Some indicators are relevant both when 
fi xed and as they accrue (e.g., actual GPA and an 

  Fig. 35.9    Vision for types and format for reporting engagement indicators to staff       
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approximation of GPA). Others are relevant as 
approximations (e.g., Assignment Success Rate 
and Assignment Completion Rate) for other 
semester and year values (i.e., class grade count 
of Ds or Fs) as well as informative for interven-
tion (i.e., “can’t do” or “won’t do”). The idea is 
akin to that of a limit in calculus. Information can 
be gleaned from a function predictably approach-
ing a value, so much so, that as it gets close enough 
to the value, it is considered to be that value. 
Accordingly, it is not enough to wait for a student 
to fail a core class and then decide that risk is cer-
tain enough to intervene; it is better to use approx-
imations of that failure, when reliable enough, to 
establish risk and intervention efforts earlier   . 

 Additional aspects of Fig.  35.8  focus on the 
link between assessment of risk and intervention 
as well as the difference between the  effi cacy  of 
intervention using these types of electronic risk 
reports and its  effectiveness . Given the tremen-
dous technological advances in linking data 
sources via data warehouses, the characteristics 
of a student displaying risks on the engagement 
report should be able to be linked to database-
housed intervention characteristics such as those 
contained within the What Works Clearinghouse 
(WWC). If student characteristics are contained 
within our district systems, then these, as well as 
specifi c aspects of risk, should be utilized in 
matching the details of the most appropriate 
intervention for a student displaying risks. Finally, 
Fig.  35.8  also displays the iterative process of 
examining the results of report-guided interven-
tions implemented under best-case scenarios (i.e., 
effi cacy) and when implemented in the typical 
setting in which they will customarily be used 
(i.e., effectiveness). Admittedly, guidance for 
staff, family, and community users of data will 
necessarily be ongoing and iterative based upon 
information gained from use.  

   Progress 

 To date, we have cleaned and merged our NSC 
data into a format able to be used for longitudinal 
analyses. Also, we have initially examined the 
research literature for robust engagement-based 

predictors and then commissioned and received a 
literature review documenting the extent of these 
types of predictors. Moreover, our district has 
transitioned from several stand-alone databases 
to an operational data store (ODS) that will be 
updated nightly and integrate numerous previ-
ously disconnected academic and behavioral 
engagement data elements. The ODS supports a 
reporting tool that utilizes established cut scores 
to act upon virtually live data. Further, we have 
been refi ning our analyses of disciplinary data (an 
aspect of behavioral engagement) to the point 
where our metrics are producing useful approxi-
mations of frequency, average severity, and maxi-
mum severity of disciplinary infractions. We are 
in contact with districts also embarking on these 
types of predictive efforts and continue to gain 
useful information through these collaborations. 
Finally, the long-term negative outcomes of stu-
dents that do not receive interventions at critical 
points in their tenure in our schools are often not 
witnessed by those tasked with providing those 
interventions, and the standardization of the mon-
itoring and intervention process is often not as 
rigorous as could be benefi cial. Perhaps, if cut 
scores and trajectories are suffi ciently predictive, 
likely negative outcomes could be rendered in a 
more tangible manner to the user. Also, the check-
list approach whereby communication is improved 
and the consistency of key aspects of monitoring 
and intervention could be increased across con-
texts may be a useful one (   Gawande,  2009  ) .   

   Limitations 

 A systems-level use of engagement data requires 
well-trained personnel acting upon accessible, 
timely, and relevant information in order to mon-
itor all students and intervene more intensively as 
the information indicates. Yet, limitations of adult 
(e.g., teachers, advisors, or parents/guardians) 
time and training on using engagement data 
within an assessment-to-intervention paradigm 
would seem to be commonalities across many 
districts. Moreover, the benefi ts of engagement-
focused efforts as well as a thorough understand-
ing of the engagement reports and data are not 
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as prevalent as necessary for systems-level 
decision-making. Given the many worthwhile 
endeavors vying for staff time, greater efforts and 
increasingly convincing evidence of relationships 
to valued outcomes need to be provided to facili-
tate school-wide support in engaging students. 
Additionally, many concepts common to research 
personnel, included in reports and datasets of 
engagement information (e.g., signifi cance tests, 
effect sizes), are often not as familiar across 
school staff. Also, research personnel may lack 
familiarity with the training required of skilled 
classroom teachers and other school staff and 
would benefi t from collaborations with these staff 
to determine the timeliest opportunities for inter-
vention. Thus, careful thought and planning as 
well as additional time will need to be part of any 
presentations that aim for staff to walk away pre-
pared to effectively use engagement information 
to guide intervention. 

 Beyond the above general limitation, several 
specifi c limitations of the approach specifi ed in 
this chapter should be mentioned. Advisor-
advisee level reports juxtapose the means of SEI 
factors meaningfully among school and district 
values and even among other relevant student 
data. Yet, report users are left to decide when val-
ues are meaningfully above or below scores on 
other SEI factors or school and district values. 
The advisor-advisee change reports address this 
somewhat by standardizing differences by the 
smallest unit of change possible. Nevertheless, a 
more empirical method for comparing engage-
ment levels would be benefi cial. Such a method 
is not viewed as a replacement for sound judg-
ment; rather it is meant to provide increased 
information and improved guidance to comple-
ment the best practice efforts of clinicians, school 
staff, and parents/guardians alike. 

 Questions have been raised about the useful-
ness of the intrinsic motivation factor of the SEI 
(see Betts et al.,  2010  ) . Given that the item is 
composed of two items, both negatively worded, 
suggestions have been made to remove that fac-
tor from the SEI and subsequent reports. 

 The current student-focused reports of aca-
demic year changes in engagement did not account 
for measurement error, and further development 

is needed to include that consideration. However, 
issues of meaningful differences and changes 
have been more thoroughly addressed in the stu-
dent-focused engagement pattern datasets as well 
as in the school and district aggregated reports. 

 Some of the formatting on the reports is not as 
refi ned as desired due to limitations of the mass 
production process (e.g., reduction of numbers to 
“…” when value space is limited on the bar and 
font colors set to match bar color not retained on 
change graphs). In addition, delivery is currently 
limited to a Lotus Notes database that is depen-
dent upon leadership for dissemination to most 
advisors, counselors, graduation coaches, etc. 
Also, PDFs of advisor-advisee reports are not yet 
able to be effi ciently split into single page docu-
ments named for the title atop the graph in them. 

 Logistic functions and item response theory 
models have not yet been created for SEI 
responses. Increased information on item charac-
teristics and item functioning across important 
demographic characteristics and ethnic and pov-
erty subgroups would increase understanding of 
the strengths and limitations of the SEI.  

   Conclusion 

 While the efforts and ideas described in this 
chapter are fraught with shortcomings and rid-
dled with opportunities for improvement, they 
are offered as an exciting, forthright documenta-
tion of one large and diverse district’s effort to 
make meaning of a construct considered impor-
tant, even critical, by the authors in this hand-
book. The intent is to provide a tangible example 
of systematic utilization of engagement data 
across subtypes and to offer a forum for the nec-
essary commentary and research agendas to fur-
ther understanding and improve school and 
district use of engagement data. 

 Future research could consider robust engage-
ment-subtype predictors of valued outcomes as 
well as reliable and meaningful cut scores on 
these predictors. Examinations of the effi ciency 
and yield of these scores remain critical. Also 
important will be continued evaluation of stake-
holder uses of dynamic engagement reports in 
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order to isolate the training and presentation of 
information most closely related to positive out-
comes. Within the context of increased knowl-
edge on the meaning of specifi c values on 
predictors paired with a committed district effort 
to promote engagement, the implementation of a 
coherent systems-level assessment-to-interven-
tion paradigm is well within reach.      
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  Abstract 

 Within the emerging fi eld of research on student engagement, there exists 
a wide variety of work in terms of defi nitions, constructs, and methodolo-
gies. In this chapter, we argue for the importance of “fi nding the humanity 
in the data,” understanding and investigating student engagement and dis-
engagement as a function of the perceptions of students about their experi-
ences in the learning environment. After setting out a conceptualization of 
engagement, we examine data from the High School Survey of Student 
Engagement (HSSSE), a self-report survey containing both multiple-option 
and open-response questions. Our analysis is focused on the words and 
school experiences of students as a way of understanding levels and dimen-
sions of student engagement in school. Using examples from the fi eld, we 
describe ways in which schools use student perception data to understand 
and strengthen student engagement. We conclude by setting out challenges 
for research, policy, and practice in the fi eld of student engagement.  

      Introduction    

 In this age of accountability as defi ned by stan-
dardized measures of achievement and rigorous 
research on schooling as defi ned by the utiliza-
tion of highly controlled input-output models, 
data – as in “data-driven instruction” and “data-
driven decision-making” – are invariably com-
prised of those measures that can be counted, 
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 My school is a good school, but I feel the only thing they care about are scores on 
standardized tests, not us students as individuals. 

 – Student respondent on the High School Survey of Student Engagement (HSSSE), 
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standardized, replicated, and predictive of an 
academic outcome. The resulting focus on scores 
and outcomes, incentivized and dictated by state 
and federal policy, leaves many students feeling 
like the student quoted above, in which their 
value to the school community, particularly to 
the adults, is not based on who they are as devel-
oping adolescents, their potential for learning 
and growing, or their emerging passions and 
curiosity, but rather on their performance on 
 standardized assessments. 

 These student perceptions cut across student 
demographics: race/ethnicity, gender, socioeco-
nomic status, grade level, academic track, and 
level of academic achievement. The High School 
Survey of Student Engagement (HSSSE) is one 
instrument that serves to measure student engage-
ment through self-reported perceptions of the 
students themselves. Schools use the data from 
HSSSE in a variety of ways; effective school uses 
of these data include understanding the experi-
ence of students in the school, investigating par-
ticular interventions, and improving a particular 
aspect of students’ connection to school (aca-
demic, social, emotional). 

 Several years ago, a school that participated in 
HSSSE, after receiving their data report, was par-
ticularly interested in and baffl ed by their data, 
asking:  Why are our kids just as bored as the rest 
of the country?  This high school, which we will 
call “Tech High School,” was a well-resourced 
school located in a wealthy suburb of a large urban 
center in the USA. There was little poverty or con-
cern about resources in this community – “all of 
the students’ basic needs are met,” according to a 
school staff member – and academic achievement 
was high in the school based on standard measures 
such as standardized tests and graduation rates. 

 Amid such economic advantage and high 
achievement, the school administrators expected 
that the students would be more engaged in work 
and learning at school. Their surprise at the results 
of the student survey was compounded by the fact 
that the school had recently spent a large amount 
of money getting the building “wired up”: install-
ing high-tech equipment in every classroom, 
including advanced projectors, interactive white-
boards, and laptops – all technologies purported 
to engage students more intensely in classroom 

learning. However, on the survey, the students’ 
data looked very similar to data from students 
across the country who had participated in 
HSSSE; students were no more engaged at “Tech 
High School” than students at other high schools. 

 Rather than investigate more deeply the source 
of the students’ perceptions or evaluate more 
closely why the technological improvements to 
the building had not generated greater engage-
ment in learning among students, the principal, 
on seeing the results of the survey, proclaimed, 
“They’re making that up…They just want to 
make us look bad.” The fi rst reaction of the prin-
cipal was to distrust the students’ perceptions, 
create an us (school) versus them (students) 
demarcation, and imply that the students com-
pleted the surveys with a group intent to tarnish 
the image of the school. 

 We pointed the school team toward the open-
response question at the end of the survey, 
which asks students:  Would you like to say more 
about any of your answers to these survey ques-
tions?  Students at “Tech High School” gave these 
answers:

   I feel like administrators put too much empha-• 
sis on making the school look good, not the 
students’ best interest. High school years are 
supposed to be a prime time of growing in all 
ways but ridiculous busy work prevents per-
sonal growth outside of school.  
  I am not engaged in any classes and think • 
there is too much emphasis on TESTS.  
  I often feel that we are pushed to learn answers • 
instead of material, or to do well on a test 
instead of understand the concept.  
  I just wished the school cared more about what • 
the student wants, not just how they can make 
the school look good.  
  I personally feel that too much time is spent in • 
preparation for standardized tests, not enough 
time is spent learning relevant information.  
  [This school] cares a lot about its image. • 
Maybe too much!    
 Many of these students described their percep-

tion of a school that put a heavy focus on the image 
that the school presented to the outside world. 
Despite the advanced technology, the students 
described a school that was focused on test scores 
and image, but not as much on deep understanding 
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of concepts, relevance of learning, and students’ 
growth and development. These open responses, 
in combination with students’ responses to the 
multiple-option questions on the survey, present 
a picture of “Tech High School” as a school that, 
though possessing the resources to provide more 
materials and structures, was both facing the 
same challenges of engagement as other schools 
across the country and failing to use their 
resources to deepen learning or engagement. 
Further, the principal’s assertion that the students 
were “trying to make the school look bad” 
through their survey responses – that is, they 
weren’t really giving honest answers, but were 
using the survey to create a negative image of the 
school – was picked up by the students and high-
lighted by their written perceptions on the survey 
that the school is more focused on its image than 
on teaching, learning, and development. In a sim-
ilar way as the student quoted at the top of this 
chapter, these students of “Tech High School” 
see themselves as data points in service of a par-
ticular school agenda revolving around account-
ability to the outside world, and not as individuals 
experiencing a place and time to learn, grow, and 
develop curiosity about the world. 

 This discrepancy between adult and student 
perceptions of the student experience in school 
raises several questions regarding student engage-
ment that will be examined in this chapter:

   What is student engagement, and how is it • 
conceptualized and measured?  
  What do students say about their learning • 
experiences and environments?  
  Why does student engagement matter for • 
research and practice?    
 In this chapter, we argue for the importance of 

“fi nding the humanity in the data,” understanding 
and investigating student engagement and disen-
gagement as a function of the perceptions of stu-
dents about their experiences in the learning 
environment. The culture of schools is too often 
focused on the needs of adults in the school envi-
ronment, preventing deep reforms and improve-
ments; students are expected to function 
effectively and productively within learning 
environments from which they feel alienated and 
within which they feel unimportant. Strengthening 
student engagement by fi rst understanding the 

learning environment from the perspectives of 
students and then implementing changes that 
address the academic, social, and emotional 
needs of students can have an enormous impact 
on both school processes and outcomes.  

   What Is Student Engagement? 

 The question, “What is student engagement?,” is 
deceptively complex. An informal poll of teach-
ers, principals, researchers, and policymakers 
yields a range of responses to this question: one-
word defi nitions including “involvement,” “par-
ticipation,” and “investment”; more expansive 
answers, such as “deep connection to learning” 
and “interest in the subject matter”; articulation 
of ways to measure engagement, such as “amount 
of time students spend on tasks” and “students 
asking and answering questions in class”; and 
metaphors – “I see students huddled together lit-
erally digging in.” The wide spectrum of under-
standings about engagement present a picture of a 
concept that has lent itself better to identifi cation 
by observation – “I know it when I see it” – than 
to a commonly accepted defi nition in research 
and practice, leaving the question “How do we 
measure student engagement?” up for debate. 

 This complexity is refl ected in the multiple 
and evolving defi nitions, indicators, and concep-
tions of engagement guiding research and prac-
tice. Despite the complexity, the thrust of applied 
research focuses heavily on discrete predictors 
and indicators of engagement, primarily student 
behaviors and school structures. For example, 
schools such as “Tech High School” are driven 
by a body of current research that links the use of 
technology with higher student engagement. The 
prevailing philosophy is that students in K-12 
institutions today have grown up with a burgeon-
ing array of visual media options and advanced 
technology (e.g., laptops, social networking web-
sites, cell phones); hence, the thinking goes, these 
students will learn best if these technologies are 
brought into the classroom. However, just as with 
any school structure or pedagogical strategy, the 
“how” is even more important than the “what.” 
Technology in and of itself is not engaging, 
though it can provide opportunities to engage 
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students in learning. A recent study of math teach-
ing and learning in Australia provides insight into 
the relationship between engagement and learn-
ing as mediated by structures such as technology 
(Attard,  2009,   2010  ) . Students, transitioning from 
primary school to secondary school, experienced 
as well a transition in pedagogy – from a hands-
on, active style of math teaching to a computer-
based pedagogy that involved less interaction 
with the teacher. The effect of this change in ped-
agogy was a weakening of teacher-student rela-
tionships and a lowering of student engagement 
in math. The further danger is the possibility that 
such changes in student engagement can precipi-
tate decreases in student achievement. 

 In its most fundamental sense, engagement 
is about relationships (Yazzie-Mintz,  2007  ) . 
Whether two people choose to become “engaged” 
by embarking on a permanent and intimate rela-
tionship, or two forces “engage” in battle by enter-
ing a violent and confrontational relationship, the 
necessary component of “engagement” is a rela-
tionship; engagement cannot be achieved or 
accomplished by oneself. 

 Engagement is often misunderstood as syn-
onymous with  motivation . For the purposes of 
this chapter, the authors view motivation as one 
component of what makes a student engaged in 
their learning and school. Motivation describes 
the  processes  and  factors  that drive or move a 
student to take action. These processes and fac-
tors are not generally defi ned in relationship, but 
as a function of the individual student in response 
to a set of internal or external stimuli. What hin-
ders or supports motivation can be contingent on 
the context or environment. 

  Extrinsic motivation  describes an external reward 
as the stimulus for action; for example, a student 
will engage in a behavior to receive a positive 
reward or consequence, such as a grade, that is 
separate from the behavior (deCharms,  1968 ; 
Lepper & Greene,  1978  ) .  Intrinsic motivation  
describes an internal stimulus – for example, 
enjoyment of the task or project – that drives 
action; the reward is the behavior itself, which 
brings enjoyment to the individual student. 
Students who are intrinsically motivated to work 

and learn tend to be curious, persistent, and eager 
for challenging tasks; these are students who 
want to build a body of knowledge instead of 
learning something solely for a reward or other 
outcome (Gottfried, Fleming, & Gottfried,  1994 ; 
Gottfried & Gottfried,  1996  ) . While these stu-
dents need little more than an appropriate task to 
stimulate them to work, research shows that 
intrinsic motivation lessens as students move 
from elementary to middle to high school (Lepper, 
Corpus, & Lyengar,  2005 ; Lepper, Sethi, Dialdin, 
& Drake,  1997  ) . As time in school increases, stu-
dents’ interest and curiosity in learning lessens, 
and many seek tasks that are not challenging 
(Harter,  1992 ; Harter & Jackson,  1992  ) . 

 Focusing on students’ motivation to work and 
learn, then, may lead to a classroom trap: create 
rewards that activate extrinsically motivated stu-
dents, leading to a focus on the reward rather than 
the project or related learning, or create appropri-
ate tasks that activate the intrinsically motivated 
students, though the number of these types of stu-
dents decreases as students move through the K-12 
system (perhaps as a result of the system itself). 
Often, adults expect students who are motivated to 
be engaged in school. In fact, those students who 
are motivated intrinsically may be more likely to 
seek opportunities for learning and engagement 
outside of school, if school does not provide such 
opportunities (Jordan & Nettles,  1999  ) . Students 
who are motivated by external rewards may par-
ticipate in schooling to the extent they receive the 
rewards they seek, but not engage deeply in learn-
ing or work. Further, adults in school tend to give 
up on students who are not motivated in tradition-
ally understood ways (either intrinsically or 
through an external rewards system). Focusing on 
engagement provides both an opportunity and a 
responsibility for school communities – adults and 
students – to work collectively and systemically 
toward greater learning for all. 

 We approach this research from an engage-
ment perspective in which motivation is one 
aspect of the larger engagement construct. In the 
case of students and schools, engagement is 
about the student’s relationship to the school 
and learning community: the people (including 
adults and peers), the structures (including rules, 
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schedules, and the organization of the school), 
the instruction, the curriculum and content, and 
the opportunities for participation in this commu-
nity (including curricular, cocurricular, and extra-
curricular). Researching student engagement is 
essentially about investigating the dimensions 
and depth of the relationship between the student 
and the school community, and the ways in which 
this relationship is enacted. The HSSSE focuses 
on investigating and understanding, from the 
 students’ perspectives, the relationship between 
the student and the learning community and uti-
lizing research and professional development to 
strengthen this relationship.  

   Research on Student Engagement 

 As a result of efforts to study and formalize think-
ing and research on student engagement, multiple 
models of engagement have been developed. 
Within the research literature, a complex, multi-
dimensional defi nition of “student engagement” 
is drawn (Fredricks, Blumenfeld, & Paris,  2004  ) , 
though understandings of student engagement 
continue to evolve. The concept of student 
engagement as an area of study has emerged rela-
tively recently in education research, becoming 
increasingly prevalent over the last 20 years 
(Appleton, Christenson, & Furlong,  2008  ) , 
though the notion of students being engaged and 
involved in learning is a foundational concept in 
the history of education and schooling. Given 
that student engagement is often associated with 
student choice (i.e., students choosing classes, 
schools, how to spend their time, etc.), compul-
sory schooling at the K-12 level in the USA has 
made student engagement less widely studied 
(particularly at the systemic level) than at the 
postsecondary level, where student engagement 
often falls under the purview of offi ces of institu-
tional research as well as student services. From 
a policy perspective, schooling at the K-12 level 
is predominantly viewed as something that stu-
dents have to do, as a matter of law and as an 
entry into the world of work or further schooling; 
whether students are involved or engaged in their 
learning is less consequential than the outcomes 

of their schooling (achievement, persistence, and 
graduation). 

 In the course of the short history of the study 
of student engagement and the growing under-
standing of the importance of the concept, many 
different defi nitions and models have been cre-
ated. The most common defi nition of student 
engagement consists of two components: a 
behavioral component associated with positive 
behavior, effort, and participation, and an emo-
tional/affective component that includes interest, 
identifi cation with school, a sense of belonging, 
and a positive attitude about learning (Finn,  1989 ; 
Marks,  2000 ; Newmann, Wehlage, & Lamborn, 
 1992 ; Willms,  2003  ) . Some researchers have 
added a third cognitive component to the defi ni-
tion of student engagement, which includes self-
regulation, learning goals, and a measure of 
students’ investment in their learning (Fredricks 
et al.,  2004 ; Jimerson, Campos, & Greif,  2003 ; 
Linnenbrink & Pintrich,  2003  ) . 

 Behavioral engagement typically describes 
student actions that can easily be observed inside 
the classroom – for example, students actively 
participating in classroom activities, assignments, 
and projects. This type of engagement focuses on 
the degree to which students take an active role in 
school-related activities, both inside the class-
room and across all school areas (Fredricks et al., 
 2004 ; Munns & Woodward,  2006  ) . Cognitive 
engagement describes students’ investment in the 
actual learning process – not just demonstration 
of involvement through external behaviors but 
internal investment, where the mind is engaged 
in classroom work. For example, cognitive 
engagement can be demonstrated by a student’s 
mastery of the full meaning of curricular mate-
rial, taking a position more of an expert than that 
of a novice (Linnenbrink & Pintrich,  2003 ; 
Munns & Woodward,  2006  ) . Motivational/emo-
tional engagement describes the degree to which 
students see the value of what they are doing in 
school. Students engaged in this way are not just 
going through the motions of the academic expe-
rience but are self-refl ective about their learning 
and feel connections between their lives and their 
work (Linnenbrink & Pintrich,  2003 ; Munns & 
Woodward,  2006  ) . 
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 This three-component model of student 
engagement continues to evolve (Appleton et al., 
 2008  ) . The behavioral component of engagement 
has been split into two more specifi c subtypes to 
include  academic engagement , encompassing 
measures, such as time on task, credit hours, 
and homework completion, and  behavioral 
engagement , which includes attendance, volun-
tary classroom participation, and extracurricular 
participation. The expansion of the model also 
includes the varying contexts that infl uence stu-
dent engagement (e.g., family, peers, and school), 
students’ interactions within these contexts, and 
the degree to which students’ interactions within 
these contexts help students meet fundamental 
needs of autonomy, competence, and relatedness 
(Appleton, Christenson, Kim, & Reschly,  2006 ; 
Appleton et al.,  2008  ) . 

 A number of studies have asserted a connec-
tion between engagement and school processes 
or outcomes. For example, engagement has been 
associated with  student achievement  (Appleton 
et al.,  2008 ; Finn,  1993 , Furrer & Skinner,  2003 ; 
Klem & Connell,  2004  ) ,  positive classroom and 
school climate  (Appleton et al.,  2006 ; Cohen, 
McCabe, Michelli, & Pickeral,  2009 ; Newmann 
et al.,  1992  ) , and  effective instructional practices  
(Mant, Wilson, & Coates,  2007 ; Shernoff, 
Csikszentmihalyi, Schneider, & Shernoff,  2003  ) . 

 In the policy climate heavily dependent on aca-
demic outcomes, it is important to note that a 
number of studies have asserted a relationship 
between student engagement and student aca-
demic outcomes (Yazzie-Mintz,  2010  ) . However, 
much of the research literature on engagement and 
achievement focuses on two primary areas: stu-
dent behaviors (e.g., self-effi cacy, self-regulation, 
and motivation; see, for example, Furrer & 
Skinner,  2003 ; Linnenbrink & Pintrich,  2003 ; 
Skinner, Wellborn, & Connell,  1990  )  and school 
structures (e.g., class scheduling, school and class 
size, attendance, use of technology). Few studies 
focus on all the parts of the school system simulta-
neously, including the interaction among the vari-
ous relationships, structures, and stakeholders in 
schools in connection with student engagement 
and its association with student achievement 
(Johnson, Crosnoe, & Elder,  2001  ) .  

   The Culture of Schools and Student 
Engagement 

 How can we conceptualize student engagement 
in a systemic way? Given the focus on motiva-
tion and the current research imperative to give 
primacy to “countable” measures, student 
engagement is largely understood as an individ-
ual student behavioral issue. However, this nar-
row focus generates only a partial picture. 
Conceptualizing student engagement as a cultural 
issue in schools rather than a policy, behavioral, 
or structural issue provides a window through 
which the student experience can be understood. 

 In “Thick Description: Toward an Interpretive 
Theory of Culture,” Clifford Geertz  (  1973  )  
described the individual as “an animal suspended 
in webs of signifi cance he himself has spun,” and 
“culture” as these “webs of signifi cance.” Culture 
is a set of relationships that are interrelated, over-
lapping, nonlinear, and rarely compartmental-
ized; when looked at all together and from a 
distance, the picture is that of a web or a set of 
webs. Understanding the student experience in 
schools as a set of “webs of signifi cance” pro-
vides the opportunity to explore the complexity 
of student engagement and highlights the traps 
inherent in parsing out the various pieces of 
school so common to the input-output models. 
This conception illuminates why implementing a 
structure does not necessarily have a direct and 
uniform impact on student outcomes. For exam-
ple, though block scheduling (longer class times 
for key subject areas than traditional class peri-
ods) is often asserted to increase student learning 
and achievement, implementing block schedul-
ing, absent other changes, does not necessarily 
accomplish this purpose due to the need to change 
styles of teaching to adapt to the longer class peri-
ods; the importance of making effective use of 
the increased time for interaction between teach-
ers and students, students and peers, and students 
and subject matter; and the resistance members of 
the school community will have to a change in 
established routine. As a structural issue, longer 
classes are theorized to have a positive impact on 
learning and achievement; however, failure of the 
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structure is a near certainty unless the ways in 
which a structural change has an impact on the 
culture of the school – the various and multiple 
“webs of signifi cance” – are investigated, under-
stood, and addressed. 

 In attempting to investigate and measure stu-
dent engagement, the importance of understand-
ing student engagement as a culture is further 
highlighted. Geertz  (  1973  )  described the process 
of studying culture (through ethnography) as 
much more than just a set of “techniques” and 
“procedures”; the focus must be the “intellectual 
effort” and creation of “thick description” that 
lights the way toward understanding the culture 
rather than just observing and counting it. 
Applying these insights to research on student 
engagement, we are compelled to look beyond 
just countable and observable measures – time on 
task, attendance/truancy, and lateness – to gain an 
understanding of the relationships, connections, 
and multiple pathways that lead to student 
engagement with work and learning. 

 Frequently left out of the conversations and 
research on student engagement are the experi-
ences of the students from the perspectives of the 
students themselves. Students are in a unique 
position where they not only see and feel what is 
going on in their schools, but they have the voices 
to let people know what they think. Giving power 
to student perspectives can directly improve edu-
cation practice because when teachers and school 
offi cials listen to and learn from students, they 
can begin to see the world from those students’ 
perspectives (   Cook-Sather,  2001 ). Why would 
these important and relevant voices be so often 
excluded? First, as we have heard from numerous 
school leaders and other school adults, including 
the principal of “Tech High School” cited earlier, 
adults do not trust what students say. Second, 
school adults often believe they are charged with 
creating, organizing, and directing the teaching, 
learning, and school structures; what students say 
or believe does not matter to them or they assume 
they know what the student perspective is. Finally, 
researchers often avoid studying students directly 
due to the increased requirements – including 
consent forms, parent/guardian permission, and 
scrutiny from Institutional Review Boards – for 

doing research with (or  on , as is frequently the 
case) minors. 

 Though it is easier to do research with school 
adults, on externally observable behavior, and 
using countable data and records, students’ per-
spectives on their own experiences are critical in 
understanding student engagement. The school is 
not a set of isolated pieces that function in their 
own realms, but rather a “social organism,” in 
which “the life of the whole is in all its parts, yet 
the whole could not exist without any of its parts” 
(Waller,  1932  ) . To understand how, why, and to 
what degree students engage in or disengage 
from the life and work of the school, it is neces-
sary to understand the ways in which all of these 
different parts function and interact as part of the 
whole. As in any social system, an understanding 
of the complexities of the system does not neces-
sarily reside in those at the top of the system, who 
only have a narrow understanding and perspec-
tive on the ways in which the system operates; 
those at the bottom of the social hierarchy within 
a system often have the greatest insights into the 
whole system. Within schools, those at the bot-
tom of the social hierarchy are the students; 
understanding a complex process such as student 
engagement necessitates understanding the stu-
dent experience from the perspective of the stu-
dents themselves. As Senge  (  2000  )  wrote, 
“Students are the only players who see all sides 
of the nested systems of education, yet they are 
typically the people who have the least infl uence 
on its design.”  

   The High School Survey of Student 
Engagement 

 The HSSSE is designed to both help schools 
ascertain students’ beliefs about their school 
experience and provide assistance to schools in 
translating data into action. HSSSE investigates 
deeply the attitudes, perceptions, and beliefs of 
students about their work, the school learning 
environment, and their interaction with the school 
community. Survey questions investigate the lev-
els and dimensions of student engagement in the 
life and work of high schools, providing schools 
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with rich and valuable data on students’ beliefs, 
attitudes, and behaviors. The data from the sur-
vey help schools explore the causes and condi-
tions that lead to student success or failure, 
engagement or “disengagement,” and persistence 
or dropping out. 

 Built on the foundation of the National Survey 
of Student Engagement (NSSE) for postsecond-
ary students, the HSSSE survey originally mea-
sured similar constructs of engagement (Kuh, 
 2003  ) . More recently, HSSSE has been a research 
and professional development project directed by 
the Center for Evaluation and Education Policy 
(CEEP) at Indiana University in Bloomington. 
From 2006 through 2010, more than 350,000 stu-
dents in over 40 states took the survey. 

 There are 35 major items on the survey; 
including sub-questions, there are over 100 items 
to which students respond. Survey questions 
cover a wide range of aspects of engagement, 
including how students spend their time, the 
importance they place on particular activities, the 
rigor and challenge of classes, reasons for going 
to school, tendency toward boredom in school, 
potential for dropping out, and types of teaching 
they fi nd engaging. The last question on the sur-
vey is an open-response question, to which stu-
dents can provide longer-form thoughts on their 
school experience. 

 HSSSE is built on a three-component frame-
work of engagement, taking into account both 
the demands of research and the utility of 
the construct to schools and other learning orga-
nizations. As such, the High School Survey of 
Student Engagement utilizes three dimensions of 
engagement for analysis of data (Yazzie-Mintz, 
 2007,   2009,   2010  ) :  cognitive/intellectual/aca-
demic engagement ,  social/behavioral/participa-
tory engagement , and  emotional engagement . 
A recent psychometric study of these scales found 
the three-dimension construct to be valid and 
reliable (Johnson & Dean,  2011  ) . 

  Cognitive/intellectual/academic engagement  cap-
tures students’ effort, investment in work, and 
strategies for learning: the work students do and 
the ways students go about their work. This dimen-
sion, focusing primarily on engagement during 
instructional time and with instruction-related 

activities, can be described as  engagement of the 
mind . Survey questions that are grouped within 
this dimension of engagement include questions 
about homework, preparation for class, classroom 
discussions and assignments, and the level of aca-
demic challenge that students report. Cronbach’s 
alpha for this dimension is 0.943 (Johnson & 
Dean,  2011  ) . 

  Social/behavioral/participatory engagement  emp-
hasizes students’ actions and participation within 
the school outside of instructional time, includ-
ing nonacademic school-based activities, social 
and extracurricular activities, and interactions 
with other students – the ways in which students 
interact within the school community beyond the 
classroom. This dimension, with its focus on stu-
dent actions, interactions, and participation 
within the school community, can be described as 
 engagement in the life of the school . Survey ques-
tions that are grouped within this dimension of 
engagement include questions about extracurric-
ular activities, students’ interactions with other 
students, and students’ connections to the com-
munity within and around the school. Cronbach’s 
alpha for this dimension is 0.760 (Johnson & 
Dean,  2011  ) . 

  Emotional engagement  encompasses students’ 
feelings of connection to (or disconnection from) 
their school – how students feel about where they 
are in school, the ways and workings of the 
school, and the people within the school. This 
dimension, focusing largely on students’ internal 
lives not frequently expressed explicitly in 
observable behavior and actions, can be described 
as  engagement of the heart . Survey questions that 
are grouped within this dimension include ques-
tions about general feelings regarding the school, 
level of support students perceive from members 
of the school community, and students’ place in 
the school community. Cronbach’s alpha for this 
dimension is 0.937 (Johnson & Dean,  2011  ) . 

   Data Sample 

 In this chapter, we examine data from HSSSE 2009 
to provide examples of the kinds of school-wide 
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perspectives that can be gathered through HSSSE. 
In 2009, 42,754 students participated in HSSSE, 
representing a response rate of 74%. These stu-
dents came from 103 high schools across 27 differ-
ent states within the USA. Schools came from all 
fi ve regions of the country (Northeast, Southeast, 
Midwest, Southwest, and West), with 63% of the 
participating schools located in the West and 
Midwest. The smallest participating school 
enrolled 20 students, and the largest participating 
school enrolled 3,143 students; average student 
enrollment was 787. By grade level, 30% of 
respondents were in grade 9, 27% in grade 10, 
23% in grade 11, and 20% in grade 12. Respondents 
were 52% female and 48% male. Of the sample, 
25% reported being eligible for free and reduced-
price lunch, 54% reported not being eligible, and 
21% did not know or preferred not to respond to 
the question of eligibility. By race/ethnicity, 49.9% 
of the respondents categorized themselves as 
White, 12.5% as Black or African American, 6.5% 
as Latino or Hispanic, 5.9% as Asian, 1.8% as 
Native American (including Native Alaskan or 
Hawaiian), and 1.0% as Middle Eastern; 9.3% 
identifi ed themselves as more than one race (mul-
tiracial), and 13.1% preferred not to respond to the 
question (Yazzie-Mintz,  2010  ) .  

   Data Analysis 

 Why is it important to understand the school 
experience from the perspective of students? 
There is the notion that for students to be full par-
ticipating members of a school community, their 
voices and beliefs must be a part of conversations 
and decisions on school policies, structures, and 
teaching and learning. In addition, there are aca-
demic and policy considerations. There is a real 
and serious gap between student aspirations and 
rates of student graduation. Data from the US 
Department of Education indicate that for the 
class of 2008 in public high schools in the USA, 
25% of students did not graduate within 4 years 
of entering high school, considered “on time” 
graduation (Stillwell,  2010  ) . 

 In 2009, only 1.5% of HSSSE respon-
dents expected to leave high school without a 
diploma; from 2006 to 2010, only 3% of student 

respondents on the High School Survey of 
Student Engagement ( n  = 352,140) expected not 
to fi nish high school. Even looking at the rates 
within schools, and across grade levels, the aspi-
rations outpace the actual graduation numbers. 
What happens between aspiration and gradua-
tion? Student perspectives provide insight. 

 Several questions in particular are highlighted 
here as describing students’ perspectives on their 
school experiences:

   Why do you go to school?  • 
  Have you ever been bored in class in high • 
school?  
  If you have been bored in class, why?  • 
  Have you ever considered dropping out of • 
high school?  
  If you have thought about dropping out of • 
high school, why?  
  To what degree does each of the following • 
types of work in class excite and/or engage 
you?    
 These questions were selected for analysis in 

this chapter for several reasons: (1) these items 
represent important cornerstones in understand-
ing students’ thinking in terms of their school 
attendance, daily school and classroom experi-
ence, and possibility of exiting school prior to 
graduation, and (2) these items provide rich data 
for schools in several critical areas and are espe-
cially useful for schools beginning the process of 
using student perspectives as a starting point for 
analysis and school improvement. 

   Reasons for Going to School 
 As a fi rst step in the process of understanding stu-
dent perspectives, it is critical to know why stu-
dents attend school. While K-12 schooling in the 
USA is compulsory, compliance with the law is 
only the fi fth most reported reason for why stu-
dents attend high school. In fact, there are three 
primary purposes students have for attending 
school: an academic purpose, a social purpose, and 
a family related purpose (Yazzie-Mintz,  2010  ) . 

 On the survey, students were asked, “Why do 
you go to school?” Students could provide as 
many responses to this question as they wanted. 
As can be seen in Table  36.1 , the most-reported 
reason for attending school was “Because 
I want to get a degree and go to college” (73.1%). 
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Close behind were “Because I want to get a good 
job” (66.8%), “Because of my peers/friends” 
(66.1%), and “Because of my parents/guardians” 
(64.0%). These reasons can be understood as 
focused on the future, on the people with whom 
the students attend school, and on family.  

 By contrast, students’ experiences inside the 
school and inside the classroom were reasons for 
going to school for fewer than half of respon-
dents: “Because of what I learn in classes” 
(40.5%), “Because I enjoy being in school” 
(35.8%), and “Because of my teachers” (23.1%). 
Schools can use these student responses to dig 
deeper into why the essential functions of schools 
(teaching and learning) are not the reasons most 
of their students are attending their schools on a 
daily basis.  

   Boredom 
 Student boredom is an important variable to 
investigate in understanding engagement and dis-
engagement. On the survey, students were asked 
two specifi c questions related to boredom: “Have 
you ever been bored in class in high school?” and 
“If you have been bored in class, why?” 

 Table  36.2  presents results from student 
responses to the fi rst question. Predictable as it 
may be, two-thirds of student respondents report 
being bored in class at least every day, if not in 
every class: 17.0% of students report being bored 
in every class, and 48.7% of students report being 
bored every day. In addition, 27.6% of students 

report being bored “once in a while.” Only 4.2% 
report being bored “once or twice,” and only 
2.5% report “never” being bored in class in high 
school.  

 While there is widespread boredom among 
students in high school, even more important than 
the frequency of boredom is why students are 
bored. Students could provide as many answers as 
applicable to the second question, with results 
presented in Table  36.3 . The most frequent reason 
cited is “Material wasn’t interesting” (81.3%), 
followed by “Material wasn’t relevant to me” 
(41.6%). These responses provide a foundation 
for understanding the challenges schools face in 
creating engaging curriculum and instruction; 
while schools are often focused on outcome mea-
sures and assessments, most students are report-
ing that they do not fi nd the content engaging 
enough, and many report that they do not under-
stand the importance of what they are learning, 
and the connection between what they are learn-
ing and other content or their lives outside of 
school. Further, 34.5% of the students report that 
they are bored because they have “No interaction” 
with their teachers; given the importance of inter-
action to the instructional process, it is important 
to look at why more than one-third of this sample 
of students report that a key source of their bore-
dom lies in a lack of teacher-student interaction.   

   Table 36.1    HSSSE Spring 2009 aggregate   

 Why do you go to school? 

 I enjoy being in school  35.8% 
 What I learn in classes  40.5% 
 My teacher(s)  23.1% 
 My parents/guardians  64.0% 
 My peers/friends  66.1% 
 It’s the law  55.7% 
 I want to get a degree and go to college  73.1% 
 I want to acquire skills for the workplace  44.8% 
 There’s nothing else to do  17.2% 
 I want to get a good job  66.8% 
 To stay out of trouble  21.5% 
 Other  10.3% 

   Table 36.2    HSSSE Spring 2009 aggregate   

 Have you ever been bored in class in high school? 

 Never  2.5% 
 Once or twice  4.2% 
 Once in a while  27.6% 
 Every day  48.7% 
 Every class  17.0% 

   Table 36.3    HSSSE Spring 2009 aggregate   

 If you have been bored in class, why? 

 Work wasn’t challenging enough  32.8% 
 Work was too diffi cult  26.3% 
 Material wasn’t interesting  81.3% 
 Material wasn’t relevant to me  41.6% 
 No interaction with teacher  34.5% 
 Other  16.4% 
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   Potential for Dropping Out 
 Bridgeland, DiIulio, and Morison  (  2006  )  have 
described the process of dropping out of school 
as a “slow process of disengagement.” Schools 
across the USA struggle with keeping students in 
school through completion of the diploma, reduc-
ing dropout rates and raising graduation rates. As 
a policy issue, the debate between encourage-
ment and punishment as a means of dealing with 
students who drop out remains active, and the 
costs to individuals and society of dropping out 
are signifi cant (Sum, Khatiwada, McLaughlin, 
with Palma,  2009  ) . 

 Table  36.4  presents data from student 
responses to the survey question “Have you ever 
considered dropping out of high school?” Though 
79% of the students have never considered drop-
ping out of high school, 21% have considered 
dropping out either “once or twice” (14.3%) or 
“many times” (6.7%).  

 As with the question on boredom, the reasons 
students give for considering dropping out are 
instructive in addressing the issue. Table  36.5  pres-
ents the reasons students provide for considering 

dropping out; students could give as many reasons 
as were applicable. Of the students who have con-
sidered dropping out, the most frequently indicated 
reasons are: “I didn’t like the school” (49.8%), 
“I didn’t see the value in the work I was being 
asked to do” (42.3%), and “I didn’t like the teach-
ers” (38.5%). It is interesting and important to note 
that students’ experiences in school and in class 
were reported as reasons for going to school by 
fewer than half of the respondents, as reported 
above; these experiences in school and in class 
were also reported most frequently by students as 
the reasons why they consider dropping out of 
school. While there are other factors that students 
report as moving them to consider dropping out, 
including family issues (29.2%), schools can have 
great infl uence over the in-school and  in-class 
 factors and can look to these data for guidance in 
addressing the dropout issue.   

   Pedagogy 
 Looking inside the classroom, it is important to 
investigate the kinds of instruction that engage 
students and activate their interest in learning. 
Table  36.6  presents students’ responses to the 
question “To what degree does each of the fol-
lowing types of work in class excite and/or 
engage you?”  

 “Teacher lecture” is the least-preferred type of 
teaching; 44.2% of students report liking teacher 
lecture “not at all” and 29.8% of students report 
liking teacher lecture “a little,” while only 6.0% 
of students like it “very much.” By contrast, 
60.9% of students reported that “Discussion and 
debate” excited and/or engaged them “some” or 
“very much,” while only 15.8% reported liking 
this type of work “not at all”; similarly, 60.1% of 
students reported that “Group projects” excited 
and/or engaged them “some” or “very much,” 
while only 16.4% reported liking this type of 
work “not at all.” Both “Discussion and debate” 
and “Group projects” provide learning forums in 
which students are interacting with their peers 
and the teacher and working collaboratively to 
learn and generate knowledge. 

 Data from this question can be instructive for 
schools, as they work to examine and improve 
the learning experiences of students in class. 

   Table 36.4    HSSSE Spring 2009 aggregate   

 Have you ever considered dropping out of high school? 

 Never  79.0% 
 Once or twice  14.3% 
 Many times  6.7% 

   Table 36.5    HSSSE Spring 2009 aggregate   

 If you have thought about dropping out of high school, why? 

 The work was too hard  35.0% 
 The work was too easy  12.9% 
 I didn’t like the school  49.8% 
 I didn’t like the teachers  38.5% 
 I didn’t see the value in the work I was being 
asked to do 

 42.3% 

 I was picked on or bullied  16.3% 
 I needed to work for money  20.0% 
 No adults in the school cared about me  16.0% 
 Family issues  29.2% 
 I felt I was too far behind in credits to graduate  21.5% 
 I failed required standardized tests for graduation  8.5% 
 Adults in school encouraged me to drop out  9.4% 
 Other  22.2% 
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Students are less likely to be engaged by work in 
which they are passively receiving knowledge, 
such as teacher lecture, but will be more engaged 
by instructional methods in which they are work-
ing and learning with the teacher and peers and/or 
where they are active participants in their learn-
ing (such as presentations, which 45.6% of stu-
dents report liking “some” or “very much”; role 
plays, which 42.7% of students report liking 
“some” or “very much”; and art and drama activi-
ties, which 49.5% of students report liking “some” 
or “very much”). In addition, schools can explore 
effective uses of technology within the curricu-
lum, as 55.1% of students report being engaged 
by “Projects and lessons involving technology.”  

   Student Engagement in Students’ Words 
 The last question on the survey is an open-
response question asking respondents “Would 
you like to say more about your answers to these 
survey questions?” This question provides a 
space for students to give longer-form, narrative 
thoughts on their school experiences and school 
engagement. Students are in a unique position 
within the social hierarchies of schools, seeing 
the school from a perspective that adults cannot 
access easily. For this reason, the open-response 
statements that students share on the High School 
Survey of Student Engagement offer myriad 
insights into what students think about their expe-
riences and what improvements can be made. 
Schools, for their part, must be prepared to hear 
and act on the perspectives of students. Commonly, 
of all stakeholders in the school community, it is 

the student who has the least amount of say about 
what goes into the policies and practices of the 
school; it is the adults who determine what hap-
pens in schools and what changes are made. It is 
more than ironic that the very people who every-
one wants to better serve typically are not con-
sulted (Cook-Sather,  2002  ) . 

 The student responses to this open-response 
question expand on and enlighten the responses 
students give to the multiple-option questions. 
For researchers, these responses provide another 
check on the interpretation of the multiple-option 
survey responses. For schools, these responses 
provide deeper insight into student thinking about 
their school experience, in a way that schools 
might otherwise not be able to access. In 2009, 
8,150 students provided a response to the open-
response question on the survey. From 2006 
through 2010, more than 50,000 students pro-
vided responses to this question. 

 Several themes that emerge in students’ open 
responses highlight important issues in the stu-
dent experience. One common theme, frequently 
expressed by students, is that what they have to 
say does not matter within the school community 
and that no change will come about as a result of 
their participation in this survey. One student 
respondent expressed this thought in this way: 
 These surveys are pointless because no mat-
ter what we say, none of the supervisors will lis-
ten to us.  Over several years, this theme has 
come up among students from across the spec-
trum of schools and demographics, expressed 
as some variation of this student’s response. 

   Table 36.6    HSSSE Spring 2009 aggregate   

 To what degree does each of the following types of work in class excite and/or engage you? 

 Not at all (%)  A little (%)  Some (%)  Very much (%) 

 Teacher lecture  44.2  29.8  20.0  6.0 
 Discussion and debate  15.8  23.3  32.3  28.6 
 Individual reading  33.6  29.7  26.3  10.4 
 Writing projects  37.0  29.6  24.4  9.0 
 Research projects  33.0  29.7  27.9  9.4 
 Group projects  16.4  23.5  37.9  22.2 
 Presentations  27.5  26.9  31.2  14.4 
 Role plays  31.3  25.9  25.6  17.1 
 Art and drama activities  27.8  22.7  25.2  24.3 
 Projects and lessons involving technology  19.2  25.8  34.1  21.0 
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All of the students who respond in this way have 
 actually completed this survey and then noted 
that they do not believe their words and ideas will 
be taken seriously in any meaningful, action-
resulting way. It will be important for further 
research to examine those students who also feel 
this way but did not complete a survey, and for 
schools to fi nd a way to solicit those students’ 
ideas. This body of students is sending the mes-
sage that schools need to be places that actually 
listen and respond to what students have to say, 
particularly when they ask for students’ viewpoints 
through surveys such as HSSSE. Schools need to 
demonstrate to students that they use the data in 
meaningful ways; students feeling disconnected 
from the workings of the school may be prone to 
be disconnected from the learning as well. 

 Another theme that emerges is the power of 
teachers in the lives of students, expressed by a 
student in this way:  I always wished at least one 
teacher would see a skill in me that seemed 
extraordinary, or help to encourage its growth.  
While the current policy debates in state legisla-
tures across the country often focus on the inef-
fectiveness of teachers, students in their open 
responses on the survey identify teachers as the 
possible link to engagement with school and 
learning. On the multiple-option questions on 
the survey cited above, students point to their 
 in-class experiences as being low on the list of 
reasons they go to school and high on the list of 
reasons why they have considered dropping out; 
however, on the open-response questions, stu-
dents often identify individual teachers and other 
adults who have created engaging learning envi-
ronments for them. Teachers are most often and 
publicly judged on their progress with students 
based on standardized outcome measures; stu-
dents most often look to teachers for supportive 
and meaningful relationships. Through both posi-
tive and negative student responses regarding 
teachers, schools can identify ways to strengthen 
the student learning experience in the classroom. 

 One student’s response –  I wish school could 
be intellectually challenging as well as academi-
cally challenging  – raises another common issue, 
the distinction between tasks to complete and 
assignments that provide opportunities to pursue 

knowledge. Students look for challenge and 
meaning in their work, not just memorization of 
facts and fi gures and tasks out of context. Students 
distinguish between work that is necessary to 
complete for academic reasons and work that 
challenges them to think and learn. Engagement 
can be pursued and sustained through intellectu-
ally challenging work. 

 Instructional methods play a role in engage-
ment and disengagement within the classroom, as 
evidenced by data cited from the multiple-option 
survey question on pedagogy. Students follow 
through on this theme on the open-response ques-
tion in which they frequently assert the need for 
more hands-on, interactive learning. One student 
captured this idea by writing out this question: 
 Why won’t they bring what we are learning to 
life?  Interaction is high on the list of students’ 
desires for engaging methods of teaching and 
learning. Both on the multiple-option question 
and on the open-response question, students cite 
those methods in which they are interacting with 
the teacher, peers, and the material – group proj-
ects, discussion, and debate – as the most engag-
ing. Students do not want to be told what to know, 
but instead want to discover knowledge, see how 
information is related to them, and how it can be 
benefi cial for their future. Teachers can accom-
plish this by using a variety of hands-on, active 
instructional practices that elicit interaction and, 
ultimately, engagement. 

 Schools are most frequently assessed on out-
comes, which raises the question of the purpose 
of teaching and learning in schools: Is it just to 
get students to the fi nish line and earn the 
diploma? Or is it to produce students who are 
lifelong learners actively in pursuit of knowl-
edge? Students ask this question as well, as they 
identify the limits of their schooling experience: 
 School does not determine how smart a student 
is. A “smart” student is one who absorbs every-
thing they are told. I hate school because it limits 
students to one kind of smart.  Students who are 
highly engaged in their school experience have 
higher achievement, better images of themselves 
as students and learners, and better overall atti-
tudes about school and learning. The data from 
the open-response question indicate that, while 
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adults (teachers, administrators, policymakers, 
researchers, etc.) are focused on achievement and 
outcomes, students are overwhelmingly looking 
for engaging learning experiences:  I hate learn-
ing for tests. I want to learn for the joy of 
learning.  

 Often because adult perspectives are at the 
forefront of policy and structural decisions in high 
schools, there is a mismatch between what is being 
implemented and how the needs of the actual stu-
dents are being met. Expressing both conscious-
ness that the popular image of students is that they 
do not want to learn in schools and a critique that 
the school is not focused on learning, one student 
wrote:  I can’t stress enough that we want to learn, 
but the focus at our school is not on knowledge 
nearly as much as it is on letter grades.  Students 
feel and resist the intense focus on measurement 
and outcomes at the expense of learning and 
knowledge:  I hate school because I love learning. 
All they ever want is work. They don’t care if you 
learn…Just get good grades and make the school 
look good.  These perspectives on the purpose of 
going to school and the kinds of work that stu-
dents experience are expressed often within stu-
dents’ responses to this question on the survey. 

 When students feel that they are being taken 
seriously and are included in conversations where 
they are viewed as knowledgeable stakeholders 
in their school, they feel empowered (Hudson-
Ross, Cleary, & Casey,  1993  ) . This empowerment 
can be achieved by listening and responding to 
what students have to share about their high 
school experiences. For example, a school could 
begin by looking at an actual open-response state-
ment such as:  I fi nd that some of my teachers do 
the same exact thing every day. This makes class 
very boring. School needs to be more interesting.  
This could begin school conversations about what 
makes school “boring” and what would make 
school more “interesting” to students. The school 
could then look at the overall results from the 
question about how often in the last school year 
students have “made a class presentation” or 
“discussed questions in class that have no clear 
answers.” Schools could also examine the peda-
gogy questions regarding what kinds of work 
excite and/or engage students. Data from both the 

multiple-option and open-response questions 
provide opportunities for schools to begin an 
examination of what engaged learning means to 
students and what students are looking for in their 
school experience. The data open up the possibil-
ity for transformation and genuine improvement 
of teaching, learning, and school culture.    

   Strengthening Student Engagement: 
The Importance of Context 

 Student engagement in school work and learning 
is often viewed as a psychological or behavioral 
issue (Fredricks et al.,  2004  ) , with the responsibil-
ity for engagement resting solely on the individual 
student. However, research focused on student 
perspectives indicates that the school and the 
school community – including the people, pro-
grams, and practices – play important roles in 
engaging or disengaging students. For example, 
while school leaders often point to factors external 
to the school when identifying reasons why stu-
dents disengage (Bridgeland, DiIulio, & Balfanz, 
 2009  ) , dropout research fi nds that, from the stu-
dent perspective, many of the factors that lead stu-
dents to disengage from school, either temporarily 
or permanently, are within the purview of the 
school leader (Bridgeland et al.,  2006  ) . 

 The placement of responsibility for engage-
ment on individual students has limited the 
opportunities for understanding and strengthen-
ing student engagement, in large part by focusing 
on student behaviors separate and apart from stu-
dent experience or school factors. While narrow-
ing the focus creates a manageable body of data, 
many school-based variables associated with 
engagement – such as the structural and regula-
tory environment of the school (   Finn & Voelkl, 
 1993  ) , the role of teachers (Reeve, Jang, Carrell, 
Jeon, & Barch,  2004  ) , and the interaction among 
school people, structures, and relationships 
(Johnson et al.,  2001  )  – tend to be overlooked. 

 Schools address student engagement, and use 
data from the HSSSE, in a variety of ways based 
on their purpose, needs, and context (Yazzie-
Mintz,  2010  ) . For example, the Chesterfi eld 
County Public Schools is a high-achieving district 
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in Virginia (a “banner district” in the state) that 
has recently incorporated student engagement and 
HSSSE into their 6-year strategic plan for improve-
ment. The district asserts a connection between 
engaging students and improving achievement, 
identifying students who are struggling academi-
cally to provide support and working to make stu-
dents feel part of more individualized learning 
environments. One of the high schools in the dis-
trict, James River High School, has been particu-
larly aggressive about using their HSSSE data. 
The staff, through analysis of their data, identifi ed 
two specifi c issues: (1) providing individual sup-
port to students who were struggling academically 
and (2) reaching out to make stronger connections 
with students of color, who were a minority in the 
school and were thought to be largely disengaged. 
The school, rather than put the responsibility on 
the students to address these issues of engage-
ment, put into place a set of mentoring and reme-
diation programs built on the idea that relationships 
and academics work together. The results are that 
students previously struggling at James River are 
now getting back to the level of their original 
classes, and, on the HSSSE survey, students are 
reporting greater levels of engagement and con-
nection to the school community. 

 At Yorkville High School in Illinois, high 
graduation and college-going rates masked 
some internal signs of academic concern for the 
school – in particular, course failure rates among 
ninth graders and stagnant ACT scores. The prin-
cipal, familiar with HSSSE from another high 
school, decided to investigate student engage-
ment within the school, though it was entirely 
unclear to him what they would discover from 
the data relative to the academic issues they were 
facing. Getting students’ perspectives about their 
experiences from the HSSSE survey – including 
their beliefs about support, challenge, priorities, 
and structures – led to a shift in thinking at 
Yorkville. As is the case within many high 
schools, adult needs drove policy and structure 
decisions at Yorkville: scheduling, space, profes-
sional development, and discipline. For example, 
scheduling decisions – including whether or not 
to move to some form of block scheduling – were 
driven by issues of space availability, growth in 

the district, and research on the connection 
between time and achievement. However, what 
was not accounted for was how the students 
experienced the outcomes of these decisions. In 
fact, what worked structurally for the adults was 
actually disengaging for the students. 

 The principal, as a result of analysis of HSSSE 
data, now asserts that “engagement will drive 
structures.” Yorkville is moving to a process of 
decision-making that includes the perspectives of 
students, transitioning from a philosophy of “If 
we teach it, they will learn it” to a process of ask-
ing questions such as: “Are the students learning 
it?” “How are we teaching it?” “How are students 
experiencing what we are teaching?” Yorkville, 
in exploring academic issues, has decided that 
engagement is the area where they will focus 
their most intense efforts; they have discovered 
that strengthening student engagement is their 
path to making a school with high graduation 
rates into a school where students are engaged in 
learning all the way through and in which the stu-
dents are participating members of the school 
community in both words and actuality. 

 A rough sketch of a continuum can be drawn, 
in which schools are situated based on how they 
use student viewpoints, from not listening to stu-
dents, to listening but not taking action, to listen-
ing and taking action to change and improve 
schools. “Tech High School” has solicited stu-
dents’ perspectives but is not yet at the point to 
believe students enough to analyze the data and 
take action. Both James River High School and 
Yorkville High School have moved across the 
continuum to a place where they are listening to 
students and taking action, and seeing the result-
ing positive changes.  

   Finding the Humanity in the Data 

 Listening to students about their schooling experi-
ences is not a new concept, just an infrequently 
invoked one. The importance of student data in 
investigating and evaluating schooling is, in fact, a 
cornerstone of research, policy, and practice today. 
However, the kinds of data that researchers, poli-
cymakers, and school administrators are interested 
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in for analysis and evaluation represent a very nar-
row band of the student experience in school. 

 The current input–output model of schooling – 
largely analogous to assembly line production in 
which materials and parts are assembled to pro-
duce identical products over and over again – 
puts the focus on only those factors that are 
directly associated with a countable output mea-
sure of achievement (standardized test scores, 
graduation rates, etc.). What about the processes, 
interactions, and relationships that are important 
parts of students’ schooling experiences as stu-
dents move from being “inputs” to “outputs”? 
What about the consideration of other mea-
sures of achievement, success, and output? What 
about the differential ways in which students 
experience schooling? Unlike the assembly line, 
identical schooling processes can create very dif-
ferent products, given the human factor: students 
experience the same processes differently, adults 
do not mechanically teach and interact with every 
student in exactly the same way, and engagement 
is a complex process that does not happen the 
same way every time and with every person. 
Contrary to much popular criticism of schooling 
today, this is a good thing. 

 The input-output model attempts to create 
identical products quantitatively described: that 
is, students who have achieved a certain score on 
a standardized test or set of tests, students who 
have achieved an agreed-upon number of course 
credits, and/or students who have acquired a par-
ticular grade point average. The data required to 
measure these types of achievement do not pro-
vide information on how much students have 
learned or the kinds of learning they have done, 
the depth with which students have engaged in 
their learning, the causes of or processes by which 
students have come to reach or not reach particu-
lar levels of achievement, or what adults might 
do differently to help students learn more, achieve 
greater, or experience school in a more engaged 
way. Though these data are used to declare 
whether or not a student is academically ready to 
leave one level of schooling and move to the 
next, these data do not provide any indication of 
what the student is actually taking – cognitively, 
intellectually, substantively, or in terms of work 

habits and processes – to the next stage of school-
ing or work. 

 One of the critiques of student perception data, 
raised often in the form of a question, is:  Can we 
really trust the students?  In truth, researchers, 
policymakers, and administrators trust students 
all the time – as long as the data come from a 
standardized test, a transcript, or another “verifi -
able” quantitative measure. When the data exist 
in the form of student perceptions or student per-
spectives, even if the instrument or method used 
to gather the data is “valid” and “reliable,” adults 
do not often trust what students say. Why do 
adults trust student performance on assessments 
but not their perspectives on their own school 
experiences? In fact, understanding student per-
spectives on their school experiences can lead to 
changes in school processes (including teaching 
and learning) that may ultimately have a positive 
effect on the holy grail of success in today’s 
schooling context: quantifi ably measured student 
achievement. 

 The data that are given primacy in the current 
policy and evaluation context have three basic 
characteristics: the data are quantitative, the data 
are standardized across populations, and the data 
describe only a very narrow slice of students’ 
schooling experiences. And students know this. 
The student quoted at the beginning of this chap-
ter echoes the views of many other students: 
 I feel the only thing they care about are scores on 
standardized tests, not us students as individuals.  
In a system guided by a policy titled  No Child 
Left Behind , a phrase focused on individual stu-
dents, these students are pointing out a serious 
contradiction at the root of the system. 

 This chapter argues for fi nding the humanity in 
the data, focusing on who the students are who 
constitute the quantitative data that dominate the 
policy and popular conversation around schooling 
in the USA today. While quantifi able data (includ-
ing data on student engagement) describe a 
 particular slice of the student experience, we 
argue for understanding and investigating student 
engagement and disengagement as a function of 
the perceptions of students about their experiences 
in the learning environment. Student perspectives 
provide a different view of schools from what 
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other data show, and a variety of types of data on 
student perspectives – including traditional mul-
tiple-option survey questions and open-response 
questions – deepen our understanding of the stu-
dent experience. As Yorkville High School came 
to realize, the key question was not just focused 
on whether teachers were teaching the content, 
but whether the students were learning the con-
tent and how the students were experiencing 
the  instruction; the way to collect data on these 
questions is to target the students as research 
participants. 

 Finding the humanity in the data presents 
challenges for research, policy, and practice. 
The challenges for research include expanding 
the defi nitions and understandings of student 
engagement, moving beyond traditional indica-
tors and measures of engagement (including time 
on task, internal motivation, and attendance/ 
truancy), and investigating student engagement 
from the perspective of students themselves. The 
current model of research that narrowly draws a 
direct line from input to output needs to be altered 
and expanded. For example, lower attendance in 
school is associated with low student engagement 
and low student achievement  ( Morse, Anderson, 
Christenson, & Lehr,  2004 ; Willms,  2003  ) . By 
logic and analysis, data indicate that an important 
intervention will be one that gets students to 
attend school more frequently; however, if the 
 only  goal is to get students into school, then the 
effect of the intervention may be marginal at best. 
Finding the humanity in the data involves dig-
ging deeper into the data: fi nding out from stu-
dents what causes them to attend school 
infrequently if at all, addressing those factors 
through school-based programs and relation-
ships, examining and improving in-school factors 
that may lead to low student attendance, and fol-
lowing up to see if the inputs (attendance) have 
been accompanied by strengthening of the school 
factors and processes. Focusing solely on the 
direct line from input to output may create higher 
student attendance but no greater engagement or 
achievement. 

 The challenges for policy are related to those 
for research. Policy creation and implementation 
is designed to create structures and directives that 

accomplish specifi ed goals. Student engagement, 
though, as we argued earlier, is a cultural aspect 
of schools, rather than an issue that can be ade-
quately addressed solely through policy or struc-
tures. For example, raising high school graduation 
rates and lowering dropout rates have been domi-
nant issues in education policy in recent years. 
Policymakers and implementers have most fre-
quently attempted to deal with this problem 
through structures and directives: punishment for 
dropouts (such as preventing dropouts from 
obtaining driver licenses), programs (such as 
credit recovery, alternative paths to attaining a 
high school diploma, or reducing the number of 
credits needed to graduate), and new organiza-
tions of schooling (early college and dual high 
school/college credit programs). While imple-
mentation of these policies may have the effect of 
getting some more students to graduate, thus 
accomplishing the paired goals of raising gradua-
tion rates and lowering dropout rates, by and 
large, they do not take into account or address the 
reasons that students opt to disengage from 
school in the fi rst place; they attempt to change 
an outcome rather than address what is often a 
very individual – and human – decision on the 
part of students. Finding the humanity in the data 
means that policy will need to understand why 
students disengage and focus on the culture of 
engagement instead of creating policies and 
structures designed merely to drag students across 
the high school graduation line. Addressing stu-
dents’ reasons for disengagement, including rel-
evance, interest, challenge, and instructional 
method – and the processes by which students 
disengage – is likely to have a greater impact on 
the graduation/dropout problem than any isolated 
policy or structure. 

 The challenges for practice are illuminated by 
the varying degrees of effort and success of the 
three high schools highlighted in this chapter – 
“Tech High School,” Yorkville High School, and 
James River High School – in hearing, under-
standing, and acting on students’ perspectives as 
part of school improvement initiatives. Whether 
by design or evolution, schools have been created 
largely as a culture of adult needs: adult expertise, 
adult schedules, adult structures and programs. 
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The greatest shift for schools to make in fi nding 
the humanity in the data is to view schools through 
the culture and perspectives of students. Yorkville 
High School, for example, as a result of focusing 
on engagement and data in this way, has shifted 
the foundation and purpose of their work. A pro-
ductive way of understanding the challenges for 
practice of fi nding the humanity in the data is to 
view schools as sitting along a continuum of the 
ways in which they look for and incorporate stu-
dent perspectives into the work of the school, 
from fully adult-focused on one end, to listening 
to students but not taking action in the middle, to 
listening to students and acting on student per-
spectives on the other end. 

 What is the  truth  about the student experience? 
Ultimately, data from the HSSSE– both the 
 multiple-option questions and the open responses – 
indicate that students want to be interacted with, 
challenged, cared for, and valued. The challenge for 
us adults – researchers, policymakers and policy 
implementers, teachers, administrators, youth- 
serving workers – is to create learning environ ments 
in which students experience exactly those four 
things. That will provide the foundation for 
engagement and point the way toward all types of 
stronger outcome measures. The fi rst step is to 
look for and fi nd the humanity in the data.      
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  Abstract 

 One of the challenges with research on student engagement is the large 
variation in the measurement of this construct, which has made it chal-
lenging to compare fi ndings across studies. This chapter contributes to our 
understanding of the measurement of student in engagement in three ways. 
First, we describe strengths and limitations of different methods for assess-
ing student engagement (i.e., self-report measures, experience sampling 
techniques, teacher ratings, interviews, and observations). Second, we 
compare and contrast 11 self-report survey measures of student engage-
ment that have been used in prior research. Across these 11 measures, we 
describe what is measured (scale name and items), use of measure, sam-
ples, and the extent of reliability and validity information available on 
each measure. Finally, we outline limitations with current approaches to 
measurement and promising future directions.    

 Researchers, educators, and policymakers are 
increasingly focused on student engagement as 
the key to addressing problems of low achieve-
ment, high levels of student boredom, alienation, 
and high dropout rates (Fredricks, Blumenfeld, & 
Paris,  2004  ) . Students become more disengaged 
as they progress from elementary to middle 
school, with some estimates that 25–40% of 
youth are showing signs of disengagement 

(i.e., uninvolved, apathetic, not trying very hard, 
and not paying attention) (Steinberg, Brown, & 
Dornbush,  1996 ; Yazzie-Mintz,  2007  ) . The con-
sequences of disengagement for middle and high 
school youth from disadvantaged backgrounds 
are especially severe; these youth are less likely 
to graduate from high school and face limited 
employment prospects, increasing their risk for 
poverty, poorer health, and involvement in the 
criminal justice system (National Research 
Council and the Institute of Medicine,  2004  ) . 

 Although there is growing interest in student 
engagement, there has been considerable varia-
tion in how this construct has been conceptual-
ized over time (Appleton, Christenson, & Furlong, 
 2008 ; Fredricks et al.,  2004 ; Jimerson, Campos, 
& Grief,  2003  ) . Scholars have used a broad range 
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of terms including student engagement, school 
engagement, student engagement in school, aca-
demic engagement, engagement in class, and 
engagement in schoolwork. In addition, there has 
been variation in the number of subcomponents 
of engagement including different conceptuali-
zations. Some scholars have proposed a 
two-dimensional model of engagement which 
includes behavior (e.g., participation, effort, and 
positive conduct) and emotion (e.g., interest, 
belonging, value, and positive emotions) (Finn, 
 1989 ; Marks,  2000 ; Skinner, Kindermann, & 
Furrer,  2009b  ) . More recently, others have out-
lined a three-component model of engagement 
that includes behavior, emotion, and a cognitive 
dimension (i.e., self-regulation, investment in 
learning, and strategy use) (e.g., Archaumbault, 
 2009 ; Fredricks et al.,  2004 ; Jimerson et al.,  2003 ; 
Wigfi eld et al.,  2008  ) . Finally, Christenson and 
her colleagues (Appleton, Christenson, Kim, & 
Reschly,  2006 ; Reschly & Christenson,  2006  )  
conceptualized engagement as having four 
dimensions: academic, behavioral, cognitive, and 
psychological (subsequently referred to as affec-
tive) engagement. In this model, aspects of behav-
ior are separated into two different components: 
academics, which includes time on task, credits 
earned, and homework completion, and behavior, 
which includes attendance, class participation, 
and extracurricular participation. One common-
ality across the myriad of conceptualizations is 
that engagement is multidimensional. However, 
further theoretical and empirical work is needed 
to determine the extent to which these different 
dimensions are unique constructs and whether a 
three or four component model more accurately 
describes the construct of student engagement. 

 Even when scholars have similar conceptual-
izations of engagement, there has been consider-
able variability in the content of items used in 
instruments. This has made it challenging to 
compare fi ndings from different studies. This 
chapter expands on our understanding of the 
measurement of student engagement in three 
ways. First, the strengths and limitations of dif-
ferent methods for assessing student engagement 
are described. Second, 11 self-report survey mea-
sures of student engagement that have been used 

in prior research are compared and contrasted on 
several dimensions (i.e., what is measured, pur-
poses and uses, samples, and psychometric prop-
erties). Finally, we discuss limitations with 
current approaches to measurement. 

   What is Student Engagement 

 We defi ne student engagement as a meta-construct 
that includes behavioral, emotional, and cognitive 
engagement (Fredricks et al.,  2004  ) . Although 
there are large individual bodies of literature on 
behavioral (i.e., time on task), emotional (i.e., 
interest and value), and cognitive engagement 
(i.e., self-regulation and learning strategies), what 
makes engagement unique is its potential as a mul-
tidimensional or “meta”-construct that includes 
these three dimensions. Behavioral engagement 
draws on the idea of participation and includes 
involvement in academic, social, or extracurricu-
lar activities and is considered crucial for achiev-
ing positive academic outcomes and preventing 
dropping out (Connell & Wellborn,  1991 ; Finn, 
 1989  ) . Other scholars defi ne behavioral engage-
ment in terms of positive conduct, such as follow-
ing the rules, adhering to classroom norms, and the 
absence of disruptive behavior such as skipping 
school or getting into trouble (Finn, Pannozzo, & 
Voelkl,  1995 ; Finn & Rock,  1997  ) . Emotional 
engagement focuses on the extent of positive (and 
negative) reactions to teachers, classmates, aca-
demics, or school. Others conceptualize emotional 
engagement as identifi cation with the school, 
which includes belonging, or a feeling of being 
important to the school, and valuing, or an appre-
ciation of success in school-related outcomes 
(Finn,  1989 ; Voelkl,  1997  ) . Positive emotional 
engagement is presumed to create student ties to 
the institution and infl uence their willingness to do 
the work (Connell & Wellborn,  1991 ; Finn,  1989  ) . 
Finally, cognitive engagement is defi ned as stu-
dent’s level of investment in learning. It includes 
being thoughtful, strategic, and willing to exert the 
necessary effort for comprehension of complex 
ideas or mastery of diffi cult skills (Corno & 
Mandinach,  1983 ; Fredricks et al.,  2004 ; Meece, 
Blumenfeld, & Hoyle,  1988  ) . 
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 An important question is how engagement dif-
fers from motivation. Although the terms are used 
interchangeably by some, they are different and 
the distinctions between them are important. 
Motivation refers to the underlying reasons for a 
given behavior and can be conceptualized in terms 
of the direction, intensity, quality, and persistence 
of one’s energies (Maehr & Meyer,  1997  ) . A pro-
liferation of motivational constructs (e.g., intrin-
sic motivation, goal theory, and expectancy-value 
models) have been developed to answer two broad 
questions “Can I do this task” and “Do I want to 
do this task and why?” (   Eccles, Wigfi eld, & 
Schiefele,  1998  ) . One commonality across these 
different motivational constructs is an emphasis 
on individual differences and underlying psycho-
logical processes. In contrast, engagement tends 
to be thought of in terms of action, or the behav-
ioral, emotional, and cognitive manifestations of 
motivation (Skinner, Kindermann, Connell, & 
Wellborn,  2009a  ) . An additional difference is that 
engagement refl ects an individual’s interaction 
with context (Fredricks et al.,  2004 ; Russell, 
Ainsley, & Frydenberg,  2005  ) . In other words, an 
individual is engaged in something (i.e., task, 
activity, and relationship), and their engagement 
cannot be separated from their environment. This 
means that engagement is malleable and is respon-
sive to variations in the context that schools 
can target in interventions (Fredricks et al.,  2004 ; 
   Newmann, Wehlage, & Lamborn,  1992 ). 

 The self-system model of motivational devel-
opment (Connell,  1990 ; Connell & Wellborn, 
 1991 ; Deci & Ryan,  1985  )  provides one theoreti-
cal model for studying motivation and engage-
ment. This model is based on the assumption that 
individuals have three fundamental motivational 
needs: autonomy, competence, and relatedness. If 
schools provide children with opportunities to 
meet these three needs, students will be more 
engaged. Students’ need for relatedness is more 
likely to occur in classrooms where teachers and 
peers create a caring and supportive environment; 
their need for autonomy is met when they feel like 
they have a choice and when they are motivated 
by internal rather than external factors; and their 
need for competence is met when they experience 
the classroom as optimal in structure and feel like 

they can achieve desired ends (Fredricks et al., 
 2004  ) . In contrast, if students experience schools 
as uncaring, coercive, and unfair, they will become 
disengaged or disaffected (Skinner    et al.,  2009a, 
  2009b  ) . This model assumes that motivation is a 
necessary but not suffi cient precursor to engage-
ment (Appleton et al.,  2008 ; Connell & Wellborn, 
 1991  ) .  

   Methods for Studying Engagement 

   Student Self-report 

 Self-report survey measures are the most com-
mon method for assessing student engagement. In 
this methodology, students are provided items 
refl ecting various aspects of engagement and 
select the response that best describes them. The 
majority of these self-report engagement mea-
sures are general and not subject specifi c, though 
there are some examples of measures that assess 
engagement in a specifi c domain like math (Kong, 
Wong, & Lam,  2003  )  or reading (Wigfi eld et al., 
 2008  ) . One of the arguments for using self-report 
methods is that it is critical to collect data on stu-
dents’ subjective perceptions, as opposed to just 
collecting objective data on behavioral indicators 
such as attendance or homework completion rates, 
which are already commonly collected by schools 
(Appleton et al.,  2006 ; Garcia & Pintrich,  1996  ) . 
Self-report methods are particularly useful for 
assessing emotional and cognitive engagement 
which are not directly observable and need to be 
inferred from behaviors. In fact, Appleton et al. 
 (  2006  )  argue that self-report methods should only 
be used to assess emotional and cognitive engage-
ment because collecting data on these subtypes 
through other methods, such as observations and 
teacher rating scales, is highly inferential. 

 Self-report methods are widely used because 
they are often the most practical and easy to 
administer in classroom settings. They can be 
given to large and diverse samples of children at 
a relatively low cost, making it possible to gather 
data over several waves and compare results 
across schools. However, one concern with self-
report measures is that students may not answer 
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honestly under some conditions (e.g., if adminis-
tered by their teacher with no anonymity pro-
vided), and thus, self-reports may not refl ect their 
actual behaviors or strategy use (Appleton et al., 
 2006 ; Garcia & Pintrich,  1996  ) . Furthermore, 
these measures generally contain items that are 
worded broadly (e.g., I work hard in school) 
rather than worded to refl ect engagement in par-
ticular tasks and situations. For researchers inter-
ested in studying how much engagement varies 
as a function of contextual factors, the general 
items may not be appropriate.  

   Experience Sampling 

 Experience sampling (ESM) is another technique 
that has been used to assess student engagement 
in the classroom (Shernoff, Csikszentmihalyi, 
Schneider, & Shernoff,  2003 ; Shernoff & Schmidt, 
 2008 ; Uekawa, Borman, & Lee,  2007 ; Yair,  2000  ) . 
ESM methods grew out of research on “fl ow,” a 
high level of engagement where individuals are so 
deeply absorbed in a task that they lose awareness 
of time and space (Csikszentmihalyi,  1990  ) . In 
this methodology, individuals carry electronic 
pagers or alarm watches for a set time period. In 
response to ESM signals, students fi ll out a self-
report questionnaire with a series of questions 
about their location, activities, and cognitive and 
affective responses (see Hektner, Schmidt, & 
Csikszentmihalyi,  2007 , for more description of 
ESM methods). This methodology allows 
researchers to collect detailed data on engage-
ment in the moment rather than retrospectively 
(as with student self-report), which reduces prob-
lems with recall failure and the desire to answer 
in socially desirable ways (Hektner et al.,  2007  ) . 
This technique can be used to collect information 
on variations in engagement across time and situ-
ations. However, this methodology also has some 
limitations. ESM methods require a large time 
investment for respondents, and the success of the 
method depends largely on participants’ ability 
and willingness to comply. In addition, engage-
ment is a multifaceted construct and may not be 
adequately captured by the small number of items 
included in ESM studies.  

   Teacher Ratings of Students 

 Another method for assessing student engage-
ment is teacher checklists or rating scales. Teacher 
ratings of individual students’ engagement, when 
averaged across students in their classrooms, 
offer an alternative perspective on student 
engagement from that reported by the students 
themselves. Some teacher rating scales include 
items assessing both behavioral and emotional 
engagement (Skinner & Belmont,  1993  ) , and 
others refl ect a multidimensional model of 
engagement (i.e., behavioral, emotional, and cog-
nitive) (Wigfi eld et al.,  2008  ) . Researchers have 
also developed teacher ratings of student partici-
pation as indicative of behavioral engagement 
(Finn, Folger, & Cox,  1991 ; Finn et al.,  1995  ) , 
and teacher ratings of adjustment to school, as 
indicative of engagement (Birch & Ladd,  1997 ; 
Buhs & Ladd,  2001  ) . This methodology can be 
particularly useful for studies with younger chil-
dren who have more diffi culty completing self-
report instruments due to the reading demands 
and limited literacy skills. Some studies have 
included both teacher ratings and students’ self-
reports of engagement in order to examine the 
correspondence between the two measurement 
techniques (Skinner, Marchand, Furrer, & 
Kindermann,  2008  ; Skinner et al.,  2009b ) . 
These studies show a stronger correlation 
between teacher and student reports of behavioral 
engagement than teacher and student reports of 
emotional engagement. This fi nding is not sur-
prising as behavioral indicators are directly 
observable. In contrast, emotional indicators need 
to be inferred from behavior, and it is possible 
that some students have learned to mask their 
emotions (Skinner et al.,  2008  ) .  

   Interviews 

 A few studies have used interview techniques to 
assess engagement in school (Blumenfeld et al., 
 2005 ; Conchas,  2001 ; Locke Davidson,  1996  ) . 
Interviews fall on a continuum from structured 
and semistructured interviews with predesignated 
questions to interviews where participants are 
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asked to tell their stories in more open-ended and 
unstructured ways (Turner & Meyer,  2000  ) . One 
benefi t of interview methods is they can provide 
insight into the reasons for variability in levels of 
engagement to help understand why some stu-
dents do engage while others begin to withdraw 
from school. Interviews can provide a detailed 
descriptive account of how students construct 
meaning about their school experiences, which 
contextual factors are most salient, and how these 
experiences relate to engagement (Blumenfeld 
et al.). However, interviews are not without prob-
lems. The knowledge, skills, and biases of the 
interviewer can all impact on the quality, depth, 
and type of responses. There are also questions 
about the reliability (stability and consistency) 
and validity of interview fi ndings (McCaslin & 
Good,  1996  ) . Finally, concerns about social desir-
ability are an issue with interview techniques.  

   Observations 

 Observational methods at both the individual and 
classroom level have also been used to measure 
engagement. At the individual level, observa-
tional measures have been developed to assess 
individual students’ on and off task behavior as 
an indicator of academic engagement (Volpe, 
DiPerna, Hintze, & Shapiro,  2005  ) . Academic 
engagement refers to a composite of academic 
behaviors such as reading aloud, writing, answer-
ing questions, participating in classroom tasks, 
and talking about academics (Greenwood, 
Horton, & Utley,  2002  ) . These measures use a 
form of momentary time sampling, in which an 
observer records whether a predetermined cate-
gory of behavior is present or absent for an indi-
vidual student during a defi ned time interval 
(Salvia & Ysseldyke,  2004  ) . In addition to use in 
research studies, these techniques have been used 
by school psychologists to screen individual chil-
dren in both typical and special needs popula-
tions, especially those at risk for disengagement 
and academic failure (Shapiro,  2004  ) . 

 One concern with these types of observations 
is that they can be time consuming to administer, 
and observers may need to collect data across 
various types of academic settings (i.e., group 

work, seatwork) to get an accurate picture of stu-
dent behavior. There are also concerns about the 
reliability of observational methods without 
proper training. Finally, another potential prob-
lem with individual observational measures is 
they provide limited information on the quality 
of effort, participation, or thinking (Fredricks 
et al.,  2004 ; Peterson, Swing, Su, & Wass,  1984  ) . 
For example, Peterson and colleagues found that 
some students judged to be on-task by observers 
reported in subsequent interviews that they were 
not thinking about the material while being 
observed. In contrast, many of the students who 
appeared to be off-task reported actually being 
very highly cognitively engaged. 

 Rather than assessing engagement with pre-
specifi ed coding categories, other studies have 
used narrative and descriptive techniques to mea-
sure this construct. For example, Nystrand and 
colleagues (Gamoran & Nystrand,  1992 ; Nystrand 
& Gamoran,  1991 ; Nystrand, Wu, Gamaron, 
Zeiser, & Long,  2001  )  assessed the quality of 
instructional discourse in the classroom as an 
indicator of substantive engagement, defi ned as a 
sustained commitment to the content of school-
ing. In these studies, the frequency of high-level 
evaluation questions, authentic questions, and 
uptake (i.e., evidence that teachers incorporate 
students’ answers into subsequent questions) was 
observed as indicative of substantive engagement. 
That is, these teacher behaviors were assumed to 
involve active student engagement. Furthermore, 
Helme and Clarke  (  2001  )  observed math classes 
for indicators of cognitive engagement such as 
self-monitoring, exchanging ideas, giving direc-
tions, and justifying answers. Finally, Lee and her 
colleagues used observational techniques to exam-
ine the quality of students’ task engagement when 
involved in science activities (Lee & Anderson, 
 1993 ; Lee & Brophy,  1996  ) . In these studies, they 
noted behaviors such as relating the task to prior 
knowledge, requesting clarifi cation, and using 
analogies as measures of cognitive engagement. 

 The prime advantage of using observation 
techniques to study engagement is that they can 
provide detailed and descriptive accounts of the 
contextual factors occurring with higher or lower 
engagement levels. These descriptions enhance 
our understanding of unfolding processes within 
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contexts. Observational methods also can be used 
to verify information about engagement collected 
from survey and interview techniques. The major 
disadvantages of observations are that they are 
labor intensive, and they usually involve only a 
small number of students and contexts. This raises 
concerns about the generalizability to other set-
tings. Finally, the quality of descriptive observa-
tions depends heavily on the skills of the observer 
and on his or her ability to capture and make sense 
of what was observed (Turner & Meyer,  2000  ) .   

   Comparison of Self-report Measures 

 In the next section, we describe survey measures 
that have been developed and used in prior 
research on student engagement and compare 
these surveys on several dimensions. This chap-
ter builds on a literature review conducted to 
identify measures of student engagement avail-
able for use in the upper elementary through high 
school years (Fredricks & McColskey,  2010  ) . We 
focus on student self-report measures because 
this is the most common method for assessing 
engagement and most likely to be of interest to 
researchers. As a fi rst step toward identifying stu-
dent engagement instruments, a literature search 
was conducted by members of the research team 
using terms that were broad enough to capture 
both subject-specifi c and general measures of 
student engagement. The search was restricted to 
studies published between 1979 (which was 
selected to predate the earliest emergence of 
engagement studies in the early 1980s) and May 
2009 and resulted in 1,314 citations. 

 The research team systematically reviewed 
the 1,314 citations to identify named instruments 
used to measure student engagement. A total of 
156 instruments were identifi ed from the cita-
tions. From this initial list of 156 instruments, we 
excluded measures for a variety of reasons includ-
ing (1) developed and used only with college age 
samples, (2) used only with special education 
populations, (3) measured a construct other than 
engagement (e.g., school bonding, attitudes 
toward school), (4) based on items from a larger 
national dataset [e.g., National Education 
Longitudinal Study (NELS), National Survey of 

American’s Families (NSAF)], (5) did not have 
enough published information on the measure, 
(6) adapted from other instruments already 
included in the list, or (7) developed for use in 
nonacademic subject areas (e.g., physical educa-
tion). This resulted in a total of 21 measures (14 
self-report, 3 teacher report, and 4 observation 
methods) which had been used with upper ele-
mentary to high school years. 

 By way of describing the substantial variation 
that exists across engagement measures, in this 
chapter, we describe 11 of these self-report mea-
sures. The 11 self-report measures in this chapter 
are for illustrative purposes and should not be 
considered an exhaustive list but rather are 
included to show the types of self-report instru-
ments available. We compared these 11 self-
report surveys on several dimensions including: 
defi nition of engagement, usage, samples, and 
psychometric information. The self-report mea-
sures ranged in length from a 4-item scale [School 
Engagement Scale Questionnaire (SEQ)] to the 
High School Survey of Student Engagement 
(HSSSE), a broad 121-item questionnaire. In 
some cases, the engagement items are a subset of 
a longer self-report instrument that assesses con-
structs other than student engagement. 

 Table  37.1  lists the names of the 11 self-report 
measures and the availability of the measure (i.e., 
journal article, website, and contact person). Eight 
measures are either available in a published 
source, can be accessed online, or are available by 
contacting the developer. Three of the instruments 
have commercially available services for pur-
chase (School Success Profi le [SSP], High School 
Survey of Student Engagement [HSSSE], and the 
Motivation and Engagement in Schools Scale 
[MES]). This cost covers questionnaire materials, 
administration of surveys, data preparation, indi-
vidual and school reports, and other technical 
assistance related to the use of the information.   

   What Is Measured 

 Table  37.2  lists the student self-report measures, 
the subscales/domains measured, and sample 
items for each of the subscales. Some of these 
survey instruments were explicitly designed to 
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assess engagement, while other measures were 
designed to assess constructs such as identifi ca-
tion with school, motivation, and self-regulation 
and strategy use, but have been used in subse-
quent studies as measures of engagement. For 
example, the Motivated Strategies for Learning 
Questionnaire (MSLQ) was initially designed to 
measure self-regulation and strategy use but has 
been used in some studies as an indicator of cog-
nitive engagement (Pintrich & DeGroot,  1990  ) . 
Similarly, the Identifi cation with School question-
naire has been used in some studies as a measure 
of student identifi cation with school and in other 
studies as a measure of emotional engagement.  

 There are a variety of ways to compare these 
measures. First, the surveys differ in terms of 
whether they focus on general engagement or 
subject- or class-specifi c engagement. Seven of 
the measures have items worded to refl ect general 
engagement in school, while 4 of the self-report 
instruments are worded for use at the class level, 
in particular classes, or in particular skill areas 

[Attitudes Toward Math (ATM), Engagement vs. 
Disaffection with Learning (EvsD), Motivated 
Strategies for Learning Questionnaire (MSLQ), 
and School Engagement Questionnaire (SEQ)]. 
The self-report measures also differ in whether 
and how they conceptualize disengagement. Some 
of the measures include subscales that assess the 
opposite of engagement, which has been referred 
to as disengagement, disaffection, and alienation 
(Skinner et al.,  2009a,   2009b  ) . For example, three 
instruments have subscales measuring the extent 
of negative engagement (disengagement in the 
MES, trouble avoidance in the SSP, and behav-
ioral disaffection and emotional disaffection in 
Engagement vs. Disaffection with Learning). 
Other measures imply that negative engagement 
is simply a low engagement score indicating a 
lack of engagement (Appleton et al.,  2006  ) . 
Finally, some of the measures blur the lines 
between engagement and contextual precursors 
(e.g., quality of students’ social relationships). For 
example, the three Student Engagement Instrument 
(SEI) “psychological engagement” subscales 
include items about students’ relationships with 
teachers and peers and support for learning from 
families that are not direct measures of engage-
ment but indirect measures. Other self-report 
measures include separate scales for the aspects 
of classroom or school context that are assumed 
to infl uence or be related to engagement (e.g., 
Research Assessment Package for Schools). 

 Another way to compare the self-report survey 
measures is in terms of the extent to which they 
represent the multidimensional nature of engage-
ment. Table  37.3  shows the various self-report 
measures in terms of whether they refl ect behav-
ioral, emotional, or cognitive aspects of engage-
ment. In addition to differences in scale names 
used by developers (see Tables  37.2  and  37.4 ), 
there were differences in how the developers 
aligned similar items within the behavioral, emo-
tional, and cognitive engagement constructs. For 
example, class participation was used as an indica-
tor of both behavioral and cognitive engagement, 
and students’ valuing of school was used as an 
indicator of both emotional and cognitive engage-
ment. Below we describe the subscales and items 
found across the 11 instruments by behavioral, 
emotional, and cognitive engagement.   

   Table 37.1    Overview of 11 instruments   

 Instrument name  Availability 

 Attitudes Toward 
Mathematics 
Survey (ATM) 

 Miller, Greene, 
Montalvo, Ravindran, 
and Nichols  (  1996  )  

 Engagement vs. Disaffection 
with Learning – Student 
Report (EvsD) 

 Skinner, Kindermann, and 
Furrer  (  2009b  )  or   www. 
pdx.edu/psy/ellen-skinner-1     

 High School Survey of 
Student Engagement (HSSSE) 

   www.indiana.edu/
~ceep/hssse/     

 Identifi cation with School 
Questionnaire (ISQ) 

 Voelkl  (  1996  )  

 Motivated Strategies 
for Learning 
Questionnaire (MSLQ) 

 Pintrich and 
DeGroot  (  1990  )  

 Motivation and 
Engagement Scale (MES) 

   www.lifelongachievement.
com     

 Research Assessment 
Package for Schools 
(RAPS) 

 irre.org/sites/default/fi les/
publication_pdfs/RAPS_
manual_entire_1998.pdf 

 School Engagement Measure 
(SEM) – MacArthur 

 Fredricks, Blumenfeld, 
Friedel, and Paris  (  2005  )  

 School Engagement Scale/
Questionnaire (SEQ) 

 Available by contacting 
Dr. Steinberg at Temple 
University 

 School Success Profi le (SSP)    www.schoolsuccessprofi le.
org     

 Student Engagement 
Instrument (SEI) 

 Appleton et al.  (  2006  )  

http://www. pdx.edu/psy/ellen-skinner-1
http://www. pdx.edu/psy/ellen-skinner-1
http://www.indiana.edu/~ceep/hssse/
http://www.indiana.edu/~ceep/hssse/
http://www.lifelongachievement.com
http://www.lifelongachievement.com
http://www.schoolsuccessprofile.org
http://www.schoolsuccessprofile.org
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   Table 37.2    Self-report subscales with sample items   

 Name of measure  Subscales  Sample items 

 Attitudes Toward 
Mathematics 
Survey (ATM) 

 Self-regulation (12 items)  “Before a quiz or exam, I plan out how to study the 
material” 

 Deep cognitive strategy use 
(9 items) 

 “I work several examples of the same type of problem 
when studying mathematics so I can understand the 
problems better” 

 Shallow cognitive strategy use 
(5 items) 

 “I fi nd reviewing previously solved problems to be a 
good way to study for a test” 

 Persistence (9 items)  “If I have trouble understanding a problem, I go over 
it again until I understand it” 

 Engagement vs. 
Disaffection with 
Learning (EvsD) 

 Behavioral engagement (5 items)  “When I am in class, I listen very carefully” 
 Behavioral disaffection (5 items)  “When I am in class, I just act like I am working” 
 Emotional engagement (5 items)  “I enjoy learning new things in class” 
 Emotional disaffection (7 items)  “When we work on something in class, I feel 

discouraged” 
 High School Survey 
of Student Engagement 
(HSSSE) 

 Cognitive/intellectual/academic 
engagement (65 items) 

 Thinking about this school year, how often have you 
done each of the following? 
 (A) Asked questions in class; (B) contributed to class 
discussions; (C) made a class presentation; (D) 
prepared a draft of a paper or assignment before 
turning it in; (E) received prompt feedback from 
teachers on assignments or other class work 

 Social/behavioral/participatory 
engagement (17 items) 

 Thinking about this school year, how often have you 
done each of the following? (a) had conversations or 
worked on a project with at least one student of a race 
or ethnicity different from your own; (b) picked on or 
bullied another student 

 Emotional engagement 
(39 items) 

 How do you feel about the following statements 
related to your high school? 
 Overall, (a) I feel good about being in this school; (b) 
I care about this school; (c) I feel safe in this school; 
(d) I have a voice in classroom and/or school decisions 

 Identifi cation with School 
Questionnaire (ISQ) 

 Belongingness (9 items)  “School is one of my favorite places to be” 
 Valuing of school (7 items)  “Most of the things we learn in class are useless” 

 Motivated Strategy 
and Learning Use 
Questionnaire (MSLQ) 

 Self-regulation (9 items)  “I outline the chapters in my book to help me study” 
 Cognitive strategy use (13 items)  “I ask myself questions to make sure I know the 

material that I have been studying” 
 Motivation and 
Engagement 
Scale (MES) 

 Self-belief (4 items)  “If I try hard I believe I can do my schoolwork well” 
 Learning focus (4 items)  “I feel very happy with myself when I really 

understand what I am taught at school” 
 Valuing school (4 items)  “Learning at school is important” 
 Persistence (4 items)  “If I cannot understand my schoolwork, I keep trying 

until I do” 
 Planning (4 items)  “Before I start a project, I plan out how I am going 

to do it” 
 Study management (4 items)  “When I do homework, I usually do it where I can 

concentrate best” 
 Disengagement (4 items)  “I have given up being interested in school” 
 Self-sabotage (4 items)  “Sometimes I do not try at school so I can have 

reason if I do not do well” 
 Failure avoidance (4 items)  “The main reason I try at school is because I do not 

want to disappoint my parents” 
 Anxiety (4 items)  “When I have a project to do, I worry a lot about it” 
 Uncertain control (4 items)  “When I do not do well at school, I do not know how 

to stop that happening next time” 

(continued)
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   Behavioral Engagement 

 Eight measures have scales that seem to refl ect 
(either by the subscale name or the sample items) 
aspects of behavioral engagement (see 
Tables  37.2 ,  37.3  and  37.4 ). Two of the behav-
ioral subscales (behavioral disaffection and trou-

ble avoidance) assess the extent of negative 
behavioral engagement (pretending to work, not 
turning in homework, and cutting class). A third 
subscale (disengagement subscale of the MES) 
includes items assessing both behavioral disen-
gagement (e.g., each day I try less and less) and 
emotional disengagement (I have given up being 
interested in school). Across the various behav-
ioral engagement scales/subscales, individual 
items ask students to report on their attention, 
attendance, time on homework, preparation for 
class, class participation, concentration, partici-
pation in school-based activities, effort, adher-
ence to classroom rules, and risk behaviors.  

   Emotional Engagement 

 Eight subscales, either by subscale name or items, 
appear to refl ect aspects of emotional engagement. 
Some subscales assess emotional reaction to class 
or school, while others assess the quality of stu-
dents’ relationships with peers and teachers as an 
indicator of emotional engagement. Two subscales 
(emotional disaffection and disengagement) 

Table 37.2 (continued)

 Name of measure  Subscales  Sample items 

 Research Assessment 
Package for Schools 
(RAPS) 

 Ongoing engagement (5 items)  “I work hard on my schoolwork” 
 Reaction to challenge (6 items)  “When something bad happens to me in school, I say 

the teacher did not cover the things on the test” 
 School 
Engagement Measure 
(SEM)-MacArthur 

 Behavioral engagement (5 items)  “I pay attention in class” 
 Emotional engagement (6 items)  “I am interested in the work at school” 
 Cognitive engagement (8 items)  “When I read a book, I ask myself questions to make 

sure I understand what it is about” 
 School Engagement 
Scale/Questionnaire 
(SEQ) 

 School engagement scale 
(4 items in 3 subject areas) 

 “How much time do you put into homework each 
week, including reading assignments?” 

 School Success Profi le 
(SSP) 

 School engagement (3 items)  “I fi nd school fun and exciting” 
 Trouble avoidance (11 items)  “I turned in a homework assignment late or not at all” 

 Student Engagement 
Instrument (SEI) 

 Affective engagement: teacher-
student relationships (9 items) 

 “Adults at my school listen to the students” 

 Affective engagement: peer 
support for learning (6 items) 

 “I have some friends at school” 

 Affective engagement: family 
support for learning (4 items) 

 “My family/guardian(s) are there for me when 
I need them” 

 Cognitive engagement: control 
and relevance of schoolwork 
(9 items) 

 “The tests in my classes do a good job of measuring 
what I am able to do” 

 Cognitive engagement: future 
aspirations and goals (5 items) 

 “I am hopeful about my future” 

   Table 37.3    Dimensions of engagement assessed by 
instruments   

 Instrument  Behavioral  Emotional  Cognitive 
 Multidimensional self-report instruments 

 HSSSE 
 MES 
 SEM 

 � 
 � 
 � 

 � 
 � 
 � 

 � 
 � 
 � 

 Bidimensional student self-report instruments 
 ATM 
 EvsD 
 RAPS 
 SSP 

 � 
 � 
 � 
 � 

 � 
 � 
 � 

 � 

 SEI  �  � 
 Unidimensional student self-report instruments 

 ISQ 
 MSLQ 
 SEQ 

 �  �  � 
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include items assessing the extent of negative 
emotions (discouragement when working on 
something, given up being interested in school). 
Overall, emotional engagement scales include 
questions about a myriad of topics related to emo-
tional reactions to school such as being happy or 
anxious; expressing interest and enjoyment; report-
ing fun and excitement; reacting to failure and 
challenge; feeling safe; having supportive or posi-
tive relationships with teachers and peers; having 
family support for learning; expressing feelings of 
belonging; and perceiving school as valuable.  

   Cognitive Engagement Subscales 

 Six surveys include subscales measuring cognitive 
engagement, though there is large variation in how 
this is defi ned and measured. Cognitive engage-
ment is used as a broad umbrella term for (1) 
beliefs about the importance or value of schooling, 
learning goals, and future aspirations; (2)  cognitive 
strategy use (how deeply students study material); 
(3) self-regulatory or meta- cognitive strategies 
(how students manage the learning processes such 
as planning and seeking information); and (4) 
doing extra work and going beyond the require-
ments of school. These measures of cognitive 

engagement incorporate aspects of motivation, 
self-regulated learning, and strategy use.   

   Purposes and Uses 

 The measures included in this chapter were 
developed from a range of disciplinary perspec-
tives and for a variety of purposes. A number of 
the measures were developed by psychologists 
studying motivation, cognition, and engagement. 
For example, one widely used measure, the 
Engage ment versus Disaffection with Learning 
scale, was part of a larger instrument that was ini-
tially developed to test the self-system model of 
student engagement. According to this model, the 
relation between classroom context (i.e., struc-
ture, autonomy support, and involvement) and 
patterns of action (cognitive, behavioral, and 
emotional engagement) is mediated through self-
system processes (competence, autonomy, and 
relatedness) (Connell,  1990 ; Connell & Wellborn, 
 1991  ) . The Engagement versus Disaffection scale 
has been most recently used in research by 
Skinner and her colleagues (see Furrer & Skinner, 
 2003 ; Skinner et al.,  2008 , Skinner et al.,    2009b , 
for examples). In 1998, Connell and  others at 
the Institute for Research and Reform in 

   Table    37.4    Scales    and subscales by each engagement dimensiona   

 Behavioral  Emotional  Cognitive 

 Instrument subscales/
subscale name 

 Behavioral disaffection 
 Behavioral engagement c  
 Disengagement 
 Persistence b, c  
 Social/behavioral/
participatory engagement 
 School Engagement 
Questionnaire 
 Trouble avoidance 

 Anxiety 
 Belonging 
 Emotional engagement c  
 Emotional disaffection 
 Failure avoidance 
 Affective engagement –  
family support for learning 
 Affective engagement – peer 
support for learning 
 Affective engagement – 
teacher-student relationships 
 Reaction to challenge 
 School engagement 
 Self-belief 
 Valuing c  
 Uncertain control 

 Cognitive engagement c  
 Cognitive/intellectual/
academic 
 Cognitive strategy use 
 Deep cognitive strategy use 
 Learning focus 
 Control and relevance of 
schoolwork 
 Future aspirations and goals 
 Planning 
 Self-regulation c  
 Shallow cognitive strategy use 
 Study management 

   a  Disengagement could also be listed under the Emotional engagement column, as they contain items refl ecting both 
  b  Persistence is also considered an aspect of Cognitive engagement 
  c  These subscale/scale names were used by more than one instrument  
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Education (  www.irre.org    ) revised the original 
instruments to provide a shorter set of instru-
ments (RAPS) for use in evaluating school reform 
efforts based on the same theoretical framework. 
Two of the survey measures identifi ed in the 
review (Attitudes Toward Mathematics Survey 
[ATM] and the Motivated Strategies for Learning 
Questionnaire [MSLQ]) were developed as part 
of research exploring the relationships between 
students’ self-regulation, cognitive strategy use, 
and achievement outcomes. Research in this area 
examines the use of cognitive, meta-cognitive, 
and self-regulatory strategies that foster active 
cognitive engagement in learning (Corno & 
Mandinach,  1983 ; Meece et al.,  1988  ) . 

 Other measures were developed by researchers 
studying the relationship between context and 
engagement. For example, the Student Engage-
ment Measure (SEM) – MacArthur was developed 
for a longitudinal study of the relationship between 
classroom context and engagement in urban minor-
ity youth in the upper elementary grades (Fredricks 
et al.,  2005  ) . In addition, the School Engagement 
Scale/Questionnaire (SEQ) was developed as part 
of a large study in nine high schools that reported 
on ways that parents, peers, and communities 
infl uence students’ commitment to, or engagement 
with, school (Steinberg et al.,  1996  ) . This scale has 
subsequently been used by researchers trying to 
understand factors that explain differences in voca-
tional attitudes and career development behaviors 
among subgroups of high school students (Perry, 
 2008 ; Wettersten et al.,  2005  ) . 

 Increasing student engagement is the primary 
goal of many interventions to reduce dropout rates 
(Appleton et al.,  2008 ; Finn,  1989  ) . Two measures 
were developed in the context of this work on 
dropout prevention [Identifi cation with School 
Questionnaire (ISQ) and Student Engagement 
Instrument (SEI)]. For example, the Student 
Engagement Instrument (SEI) was developed to 
measure affective (formerly psychological) and 
cognitive engagement and to expand on the behav-
ioral and academic indicators that were collected 
as part of Check & Connect, an intervention model 
designed to improve student engagement at 
school, reduce dropouts, and increase school 
completion (Anderson, Christ enson, Sinclair, & 

Lehr,  2004  ) . The Student Engagement Instrument 
(SEI) is currently being used to evaluate the effec-
tiveness of district initiatives to improve student 
engagement in the Gwinnett County Public 
Schools ( this volume ). The Identifi cation with 
School questionnaire was developed to assess the 
extent to which students identify with or disen-
gage from school, and was based on the theory 
that school identifi cation is a crucial factor in the 
prevention of school dropouts (Finn,  1989  ) . 

 Other measures have been developed to help 
schools and districts monitor engagement and to 
assist schools in identifying areas in need of 
improvement. For example, the High School 
Survey of Student Engagement (HSSSE) was 
developed to provide descriptive and compara-
tive data on high school students’ views about 
their schoolwork, the school learning environ-
ment, and interactions with the school commu-
nity, relative to the responses of other schools 
(Yazzie-Mintz,  2007  )    . Each school that partici-
pates receives a customized report that compares 
the students’ responses to that of other schools. 
Similarly, the School Success Profi le (SSP) was 
developed to provide insight into how students 
perceive themselves and their environments and 
to compare school scores relative to a national 
sample (Bowen, Rose, & Bowen,  2005  ) . 

 Finally, one survey measure [the Motivation 
and Engagement Survey (MES)] was developed 
to diagnose and identify students who are strug-
gling or at risk for disengagement and academic 
failure. The MES creates profi les for individual 
students based on responses to 11 different 
 subscales refl ecting a multidimensional model of 
motivation and engagement. This measure has 
been used to diagnose students with low motiva-
tion and engagement, in studies evaluating the 
effectiveness of interventions and in studies exam-
ining demographic differences in engagement and 
motivation (Fredricks & McColskey,  2010  ) .  

   Samples 

 The surveys included in this chapter have been 
used with students from the upper elementary 
school years (third to fi fth grades) through the 

http://www.irre.org
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high school years. Two of the measures were ini-
tially developed for use with upper elementary 
school populations [Engagement vs. Disaffection 
with Learning and MacArthur (SEM)]. On the 
other end of the spectrum, the Motivated 
Strategies for Learning Questionnaire (MSLQ) 
was originally developed for use with college 
samples, but a version was adapted for use with 
middle school students. In addition, the High 
School Survey of Student Engagement (HSSSE) 

was modeled after the National Survey of Student 
Engagement (NSSE), a widely used measure of 
student engagement at the college level. 

 Table  37.5  shows that the majority of measures 
have been used with ethnically and economically 
diverse samples. In addition, four of the measures 
have been translated into other languages [MSLQ, 
MacArthur measure, SSP, and SEI]. For example, 
the MSLQ has been translated into multiple lan-
guages and has been used in English-speaking 

   Table 37.5    Samples   

 Instrument name  Samples 
 Attitudes Toward 
Mathematics Survey 
(ATM) 

 Original sample 297 suburban, southeastern high school students in their math courses 
 Versions of the cognitive engagement items also have been used with high school English 
students in a Midwestern high school and college-level samples (educational psychology 
students, preservice teachers, and students in statistics classes) 

 Engagement vs. 
Disaffection with 
Learning – Student 
Report (EvsD) 

 Sample of 1,018 elementary school students in grades 3–6 in suburban and rural schools 
 The items have also been used with samples of elementary, middle, and high school White 
and low-income minority youth in urban and suburban districts 

 High School Survey of 
Student Engagement 
(HSSSE) 

 Original sample 7,200 students from four high schools 
 Survey has been administered to 200,000 students from across the nation. Students are 
ethnically and economically diverse and attend rural, suburban, and urban schools 

 Identifi cation with 
School Questionnaire 
(ISQ) 

 Original sample 539 eighth grade students from 163 schools in rural, urban, suburban, and 
inner-city settings (25% Black, 75% White) 
 Survey has been used with racially diverse samples including Black, Hispanic, Asian, and 
American Indian students, and with low-income students in the middle and high school grades 

 Motivated Strategies for 
Learning Questionnaire 
(MSLQ) 

 Original sample 173 primarily White middle and working class seventh graders across 15 
classrooms 
 Survey has been used in both English- and non-English-speaking countries across the world 

 Motivation and 
Engagement Scale 
(MES) 

 The Junior High version normed with 1,249 students in Australia, aged 9–13, across 63 
classes in 15 schools. The High School version normed with 21,579 students, aged 12–18, 
across 58 schools 
 Samples were from urban, rural, and suburban areas of Australia, and predominately middle 
class students 

 Research Assessment 
Package for Schools 
(RAPS) 

 Large populations of Black, White, Hispanic, and low-income youth in urban districts 
engaged in comprehensive school reform 

 School Engagement 
Measure 
(SEM) – MacArthur 

 Original sample 641 urban, low-income, primarily Black and Hispanic students in grades 3 
to 5 attending neighborhood schools 
 Survey also used with other low-income ethnically diverse upper elementary school students 

 School Engagement 
Scale/Questionnaire 
(SEQ) 

 Original sample 12,000 ethnically and economically diverse students in nine high schools in 
Wisconsin and Northern California 
 Items also used with racially diverse high school students in rural and urban areas in the 
Northeast and Midwest 

 School Success Profi le 
(SSP) 

 Original sample 805 middle school students in 26 schools in North Carolina totaling 
approximately 805 students 
 Survey also used with racially diverse and low-income students in middle and high schools 

 Student Engagement 
Instrument (SEI) 

 Original sample 1,931 ninth grade students from an ethnically diverse, majority low income, 
urban school district 
 Survey also used with students in grades 6 through 12 
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and non-English-speaking countries all over the 
world (Garcia-Duncan & McKeachie,  2005  ) . The 
SSP and the MacArthur measure have been trans-
lated into Spanish. Sections of the SSP have also 
been translated into Hebrew, Lithuanian, 
Romanian, and Portuguese (Fredricks & 
McColskey,  2010  ) . Finally, the SEI has been 
translated into Portuguese and Mandarin (Moreira, 
Vaz, Dias, & Petracchi,  2009  ) .   

   Psychometric Information 

 Technical information on reliability and validity 
was found on all but one self-report measure, 
though there were variations in the amount and 
types of technical information available (see 
Fredricks & McColskey,  2010 , for more detailed 
information on psychometric properties). The one 
exception was the High School Survey of Student 
Engagement (HSSSE) which currently has no 
published information on the psychometric prop-
erty of this measure. However, developers of this 
measure have indicated that a reliability and valid-
ity study is currently underway. They also make 
reference to the reliability and validity reported 
on the National Survey of School Engagement, a 
widely used measure of engagement at the college 
level, from which the HSSSE was adapted. 

   Reliability 

    Internal consistency is the extent to which indi-
viduals who respond in one way to items tend to 
respond the same way to other items intended to 
measure the same construct. A Cronbach’s alpha 
of .70 or higher for a set of items is considered 
acceptable (Leary,  2004  ) . Cronbach’s alpha of the 
engagement scales/subscales was reported for all 
but one measure. The HSSSE was originally 
reported on an item-by-item basis, but recently the 
developers began grouping the 121 items in the 
questionnaire by the three aspects of engagement. 
However, no information on the internal consis-
tency of these subscales is currently available. 

 The reliabilities of these scales reported 
by both the developers and other users of the 

measure ranged from .54 to .93, with most scales 
in the range of the .70 to .80 (see Table  37.6 ). 
Because of the variation in alphas across mea-
sures and subscales, it is important to examine 
the information on reliability more closely in 
light of the particular sample and intended use.  

 In addition, three of the measures [Motivation 
and Engagement Survey (MES), Engagement vs. 
Disaffection with Learning (EvsD), and the 
Student Engagement Instrument (SEI)] reported 
information on test-retest reliability, or the extent 
to which two different administrations of the 
measure give the same results.  

   Validity 

 In this chapter, we summarize the information 
available on these measures under the broad 
umbrella of construct validity (see Fredricks & 
McColskey,  2010 , for more information on 

   Table    37.6    Reliability information   

 Instrument name 
 Internal 
consistency 

 Test-retest 
interrater 

 Attitudes Toward 
Mathematics Survey (ATM) 

 .63–.81  – 
 – 

 Engagement vs. Disaffection 
with Learning (EvsD) 

 .61–.85  .53 
 –.68 

 High School Survey
of Student Engagement
(HSSSE) 

 –  – 
 – 

 Identifi cation with 
School Questionnaire (ISQ) 

 .54–.84  – 
 – 

 Motivated Strategies 
for Learning Questionnaire 
(MSLQ) 

 .63–.88  – 
 – 

 Motivation and Engagement 
Scale (MES) 

 .70–.87  .61–.81 
 – 

 Research Assessment package 
for Schools (RAPS) 

 .68–.77  – 

 School Engagement Measure 
(SEM)-MacArthur 

 .55–.86  – 
 – 

 School Engagement Scale/
Questionnaire (SEQ) 

 .74–.86  – 
 – 

 School Success Profi le (SSP)  .66–.82 
 Student Engagement 
Instrument (SEI) 

 .72–.92  .60   –.62 

   Note : Ranges within cells indicate either differing results 
for individual subscales, differing results based on age 
groups, or differing results from various researchers  
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 validity). One way to investigate construct 
 validity is to examine whether the correlations 
between the engagement scales and the other 
related constructs are in the hypothesized direc-
tion based on theory and prior empirical work. 
The following three examples from the surveys 
illustrate these relations. First, the engagement 
scales in the School Success Profi le (SSP) were 
positively correlated with teacher, parent, and 
peer support variables (Bowen, Rose, Powers, & 
Glennie,  2008  ) . Additionally, the three engage-
ment subscales (i.e., behavioral, emotional, and 
cognitive) in the MacArthur measure (SEM) were 
moderately correlated with students’ perceptions 
of aspects of the academic and social context, 
school value, and school attachment (Fredricks 
et al.,  2005  ) . Finally, the cognitive strategy use 
and self-regulation scales of the MSLQ were 
positively correlated with students’ self-reports 
of interest, effi cacy, and task value (Pintrich, 
 1999 ; Pintrich & DeGroot,  1990  ) . 

 We also found evidence of criterion-related 
validity, or the extent to which a measure is asso-
ciated with a key behavior or outcome (Leary, 
 2004  )  on the majority of measures. Eight out of 
the 11 measures reported positive correlations 
between engagement and indicators of academic 
performance. For example, several studies using 
the MSLQ have documented that cognitive strat-
egy use and self-regulation scales are positively 
related to course assignments, exams, and grades 
(Pintrich & DeGroot,  1990 ; Wolters & Pintrich, 
 1998 ; Wolters, Yu, & Pintrich,  1996  ) . Similarly, 
the two engagement scales of the RAPS were 
positively correlated with indicators of perfor-
mance (Institute for Research and Reform in 
Education,  1998  ) . In addition, Appleton, Reschly, 
and Martin  (  under review  )  documented signifi -
cant differences between affective and cognitive 
engagement data and academic performance; stu-
dents with the lowest reports of engagement had 
the lowest scores on state tests and the lowest 
graduation rates. Finally, three of the measures 
(SSE, ISQ, and SEM) reported correlations 
between engagement and indicators of participa-
tion (i.e., attendance, teacher ratings of participa-
tion) (Fredricks & McColskey,  2010  ) . 

 Another way to assess construct validity is to 
use exploratory or confi rmatory factor analyses 

techniques to examine how survey items load onto 
the engagement constructs. Seven of the instru-
ments reported results from either exploratory or 
confi rmatory factor analyses. However, because 
of large differences in both the number and types 
of items, it is challenging to compare the resulting 
scales from these analyses. The following three 
examples illustrate this variability. Voelkl  (  1997  )  
used confi rmatory factor analysis with 16 items 
on the Identifi cation with School Questionnaire 
(ISQ) on a sample of 3,539 urban eighth graders. 
These analyses confi rmed two subscales: belong-
ing and value. Martin  (  2008,   2009a,   2009b  )  used 
confi rmatory factor analyses on 44 items of the 
Motivation and Engagement Survey with large 
samples of Australian middle and high school stu-
dents. These analyses resulted in 11 subscales 
(self-belief, learning focus, valuing of school, per-
sistence, planning, study management, disengage-
ment, self-sabotage, anxiety, failure avoidance, 
and uncertain control). Finally, Appleton et al. 
 (  2006  )  used confi rmatory factor analysis with 56 
items from the Student Engagement Instrument 
on a sample of 1,931 ninth graders. These analy-
ses resulted in six subscales (teacher-student rela-
tionships, peer support, family support, control 
relevance of schoolwork, future aspirations, and 
extrinsic motivation). A more recent confi rmatory 
factor analysis of the Student Engagement 
Instrument (SEI) showed evidence of the validity 
of fi ve subscales, dropping extrinsic motivation as 
a subscale (Betts, Appleton, Reschly, Christenson, 
& Huebner,  2010  ) . 

 Finally, construct validity can be assessed by 
examining the correlations between engagement 
measured by different methodological approaches. 
Three of the measures (EvsD, RAPS, and SEM) 
reported correlations of scores from student self-
report measures with other techniques to assess 
engagement (teacher ratings, external observers, 
and interviews). For example, the student and 
teacher versions of the Engagement versus 
Disaffection with Learning scale were moderately 
correlated with each other. In addition, teacher 
reports of behavioral and emotional engagement 
correlated with external observations of on and off 
task behavior, but student self-reports did not cor-
relate with external observations of engagement 
(Skinner et al.,  2008  ) . Similarly, the developers of 
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the SEM-MacArthur measure correlated students’ 
self-reports with teachers’ reports of student 
behavior. In addition, students’ responses on the 
survey were compared to interviews about engage-
ment with the same sample of students. They 
reported a positive correlation between the three 
subscales of engagement (behavioral, emotional, 
and cognitive engagement) and numerical ratings 
given to interview responses (Blumenfeld et al., 
 2005 ; Fredricks et al.,  2005  ) . 

 Overall, the psychometric information on 
these measures suggests that student engagement 
can be reliably measured through self-report 
methods. In addition, the measures of engage-
ment relate to both contextual variables and out-
come variables as expected. Moreover, the fact 
that engagement has been shown to positively 
correlate with achievement indicates that it could 
serve as a worthwhile intermediate outcome to 
monitor. Finally, the results of exploratory and 
confi rmatory factor analyses demonstrate the 
variability in the different conceptualizations of 
engagement and challenges in comparing across 
different survey measures.   

   Conclusions and Future Directions 

 As evident from this chapter, there are a variety 
of methods for assessing engagement, each with 
strengths and limitations and useful for particular 
purposes. However, even when researchers use 
the same methodology (i.e., self-report surveys), 
there is variation in how engagement is defi ned 
and measured. For example, some of the surveys 
in this chapter focus primarily on behaviors such 
as effort, homework, and attendance. In contrast, 
other surveys include items related to emotional 
dimensions such as relationships with teachers 
and cognitive dimensions such as strategy use. 
Below we outline some of the key concerns 
related to measurement. 

   Operationalization of Engagement 

 As outlined in prior reviews (Appleton et al., 
 2008 ; Fredricks et al.,  2004 ; Jimerson et al.,  2003  ) , 
there is considerable variation in the defi nitions 

of engagement used across studies. Although 
scholars have used a broad range of terms for 
engagement, the two most common are  student 
engagement  and  school engagement . Differences 
between the terms were raised in a prior review of 
the literature (see Appleton et al.,  2006 , for more 
discussion). We echo Appleton et al.  (  2006  )  point 
that greater attention needs to be paid to the use of 
the terms  student engagement  and  school engage-
ment  in future work and potential differences in 
the meaning of these constructs. Another concern 
is that many of the defi nitions of engagement 
overlap with other educational constructs (i.e., 
school bonding, belonging, and school climate). It 
is important that researchers acknowledge this 
overlap with  earlier literatures, many of which 
have stronger bodies of literature supporting the 
construct, and be clearer in terms of both research 
and practice about the “value added” from study-
ing engagement (Fredricks et al.,  2004 ; Jimerson 
et al.,  2003  ) . 

 Although there is some agreement that engage-
ment is a multidimensional construct, there is vari-
ation in both the number (i.e., 2–4) and types 
(academic, behavioral, emotional, and cognitive) 
of engagement dimensions. As can be seen in this 
chapter, different conceptualizations of engage-
ment have resulted in a variation in the content of 
items used in instruments. Moreover, even within 
the same dataset, researchers sometimes use differ-
ent variables to operationalize engagement, often 
without a strong theoretical or conceptual frame-
work guiding the choice of indicators. For exam-
ple, researchers have selected different items from 
large nationally representative datasets like the 
National Education Longitudinal Study (NELS:88) 
to create different scales of engagement (Glanville 
& Wildhasen,  2007  ) . This makes it diffi cult to 
compare fi ndings concerning both the predictors 
and outcomes of engagement. An additional prob-
lem is that similar items have sometimes been used 
to assess different dimensions of engagement. For 
example, student effort is used by some to describe 
the degree of psychological investment in learning 
(i.e., cognitive engagement) and by others to refl ect 
basic compliance with schoolwork (i.e., behavioral 
engagement). In addition, students’ valuing of 
school has been used as part of both emotional and 
cognitive engagement scales. 
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 Given the variations in the defi nitions and 
measures of student engagement, one of the fi rst 
steps to improving measurement is for research-
ers to more clearly describe their particular defi -
nition of engagement. It will also be important as 
a fi eld to come to a stronger consensus on the 
operationalization of engagement (Appleton 
et al.,  2008 ; Fredricks et al.,  2004  ) . Currently, we 
believe that the strongest empirical and theoreti-
cal support exists for a tripartite conceptualiza-
tion of student engagement which includes a 
behavioral, emotional, and cognitive subcompo-
nent. However, further empirical research is 
needed to determine what are the best indicators 
of each subtype and the extent to which behav-
ioral, emotional, and cognitive engagement are 
separate constructs.  

   Assessing Malleability of Engagement 

 Several scholars have argued that one of the 
strengths of engagement is that it represents a 
shift from the focus on individual characteristics 
toward an investigation of potentially malleable 
contextual factors that can be targeted in inter-
ventions (Appleton et al.,  2008 ; Fredricks et al., 
 2004 ; Sinclair, Christenson, Lehr, & Anderson, 
 2003  ) . Appleton (Chap.   35    ) presents an example 
of how the Student Engagement Instrument (SEI) 
is being used to guide intervention efforts aimed 
at improving student engagement and identifying 
students who are at risk. Unfortunately, many of 
the current measures make it diffi cult to test ques-
tions of malleability. The majority of engagement 
measures tend to be general (i.e., I like school), 
though there are a few examples of domain-specifi c 
measures (i.e., Kong et al.,  2003 ; Wigfi eld et al., 
 2008  ) . Furthermore, measures are rarely worded 
to refl ect specifi c situations or tasks, making it 
diffi cult to examine the extent to which engage-
ment varies across contexts. In addition, most 
current survey measures do not adequately 
address qualitative differences in each of the 
dimensions of engagement. For example, behav-
ioral engagement can range from basic compli-
ance with school rules to doing more than is 
required (Finn,  1989  ) . Emotional engagement 

can range from liking school to a deeper attach-
ment and identifi cation with the institution 
(Fredricks et al.). Cognitive engagement can 
range from the use of shallow rote strategies to 
the use of deep processing strategies that promote 
deep understanding (Greene, Miller, Crowson, 
Duke, & Akey,  2004  ) . Future research should 
explore qualitative differences in engagement 
across different contexts (i.e., teacher directed as 
compared to small group work).  

   Developmental Differences 

 Another important research area concerns devel-
opmental differences in the measurement of 
engagement. There may be different indicators of 
engagement depending on the age of the child, 
and these different types of engagement may 
change and evolve over time. For example, stu-
dents might not be cognitively engaged in learn-
ing until they are able to self-regulate and become 
intentional learners (Fredricks et al.,  2004  ) . There 
is a critical need for research that uses confi rma-
tory factor analytic techniques to validate surveys 
at different ages. One example of this is research 
using the Motivated Learning and Strategy Use 
Questionnaire (MSLQ). Exploratory and confi r-
matory factor analyses with this measure demon-
strated different factor structures in college and 
middle school classrooms. In college samples, 
analyses resulted in four cognitive strategy fac-
tors (rehearsal, elaboration, organization, and 
meta-cognitive strategy use) (Pintrich, Smith, 
Garcia, & McKeachie,  1993  ) . In contrast, factor 
analyses with younger students resulted in one 
general cognitive strategy use scale and one 
meta-cognitive strategy use scale, suggesting that 
younger students do not make as fi ne of distinc-
tions between types of strategy use as older stu-
dents (Pintrich & DeGroot,  1990 ; Wolters, 
Pintrich, & Karbenick,  2005  ) .  

   Variation Across Groups 

 Another important question is whether engage-
ment can be measured similarly for all groups of 
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students. If measures of engagement behave dif-
ferently by race, SES, gender, and grade, and 
these differences are not taken into account, com-
parisons in the level of engagement or effects 
across groups are invalid (Glanville & Wildhagen, 
 2007  ) . For example, Glanville and Wildhagen 
used confi rmatory factor analyses to create a 
measurement model for school engagement using 
NELS:88 across White, African American, 
Latino, and Asian youth. They found that this 
measurement model was invariant across ethnic 
groups, and it was therefore appropriate to com-
pare the effects of disengagement across these 
groups. In addition, Betts et al.  (  2010  )  used con-
fi rmatory factor analysis to test model invariance 
across gender and grade. They found that the 
Student Engagement Instrument (SEI) had a sim-
ilar factor structure across gender and grade-level. 
Further research should use confi rmatory factor 
analytic techniques to validate existing instru-
ments and factor structures across different groups 
of students (i.e., age, gender, race, and SES).  

   Use of Multiple Methods 

 Finally, we recommend researchers use multiple 
methods to assess engagement. Qualitative meth-
ods can help to supplement our understanding of 
the contextual factors that are associated with 
engagement. In depth descriptions of context and 
engagement are critical for knowing how and 
where to intervene. Moreover, the measurement 
of engagement is often related to the affordances 
in the environment, and it may be diffi cult to 
assess cognitive engagement in classrooms where 
tasks involve only superfi cial strategy use. 
Observational methods can be used to better 
understand variations in engagement across dif-
ferent contexts and how this variation may relate 
to affordances within the context. Qualitative 
methods also are a useful method for describing 
how the different types of engagement evolve 
and develop to help understand why some youth 
begin to disengage from school (Fredricks et al., 
 2004  ) . Finally, most current methods do not ade-
quately capture the dynamic and interactive 
nature of engagement. One promising approach 

to assessing the dynamic nature of engagement is 
experience sampling methods which can track 
fl uctuations in engagement over time. 

 In sum, although the construct of student 
engagement has considerable promise, measure-
ment issues should continue to be explored in 
order to fully realize this promise (Glanville & 
Wildhagen,  2007  ) . We believe that a more system-
atic and thoughtful attention to the measurement 
of student engagement is one of the most pressing 
and imperative directions for future research. 
First, it is important that researchers are clearer 
about their defi nitions of student engagement and 
how their conceptualizations of this construct 
relate to both other scholars’ operationalization of 
student engagement and to other related educa-
tional constructs. The fi eld will benefi t if research-
ers spent less time generating slight variations on 
this construct and spent more time on theory 
development and integration of the different con-
ceptualizations of engagement. Greater consis-
tency in the use of measures across studies will 
also make it easier to compare fi ndings about the 
outcomes and precursors of student engagement. 
However, as our review has also highlighted, there 
is large variation in the extent of psychometric 
evidence available on current measures. Future 
research testing the psychometric properties of 
these measures is critical. Finally, we strongly 
support the use of a wide range of methods to 
assess engagement including observations, inter-
views, and experience sampling techniques.       
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  Abstract 

 This chapter will provide an overview of statistical modeling to further the 
measurement of student engagement. After a discussion of the complexity 
of defi ning and therefore measuring engagement, a general introduction 
and guide to the construction of productive measures of engagement will 
be provided. Confi rmatory factor analysis and item response theory will 
be elaborated and used to highlight modern methods of evaluating and 
scoring instruments to measure engagement. Additionally, the bifactor 
model will be displayed and elaborated upon as a potentially useful model 
for disentangling some of the intricacies of engagement along with pars-
ing the relationship with motivation. The Student Engagement Instrument 
(SEI) will be utilized throughout the chapter to highlight the specifi c meth-
ods and provide some guidance on potentially useful applications related 
to theoretical issues.    

 Student engagement is an important aspect of an 
educational milieu. Students must invest consid-
erable time and effort on a daily basis to acquire 
the knowledge and skills necessary to facilitate 
ongoing learning and be successful in their edu-
cational careers. Additionally, engagement with 
peers, teachers, and administrators can help to 
foster prosocial relationships. As engagement is 
vital to education, it has become an important 
construct for researchers with quite a broad 
appeal (Appleton, Christenson, Kim, & Reschly, 
 2006 ; Fredricks, Blumenfeld, & Paris,  2004  ) . 

However, there are a number of outstanding 
 conceptual and methodological issues to be 
addressed by the nascent research into student 
engagement (Appleton, Christenson, & Furlong, 
 2008 ; Fredricks et al.,  2004  ) . 

 While the construct of engagement has unique 
theoretical importance, there is some question 
about what key elements constitute it. While 
many issues are yet to be evaluated with respect 
to how student engagement is intertwined with 
student outcomes and other psychological/educa-
tional variables, a foundational issue that needs 
to be contended with before any results can be 
meaningfully interpreted is the appropriate mea-
surement of the construct. Without appropriate 
measurement, there can be little intriguing or 
useful research. 

    J.   Betts ,  MMIS, Ph.D., NCSP       (*)
     Center for Cultural Diversity & Minority Education , 
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 This chapter will discuss the construct of 
 student engagement with an emphasis on mea-
surement and statistical modeling. The chapter 
will highlight the use of modern techniques of 
confi rmatory factor analysis (CFA; Bartholomew 
& Knott,  1999  )  and item response theory 
(IRT; Crocker & Algina,  1986 ; Yen & Fitzpatrick, 
 2006  )  for evaluating measures of engagement. 
The Student Engagement Instrument (SEI; 
Appleton et al.,  2006  )  will be used to exem-
plify the approaches, but the methodology will 
be generally extensible for any measurement 
instrument. 

   Contemplating    and Defi ning 
Engagement 

 One of the fi rst issues when attempting to mea-
sure anything is deciding upon a relevant defi ni-
tion of the object of interest and what attributes 
or properties of that object are most salient 
(Crocker & Algina,  1986 ; Downing & Haladyna, 
 2006 ; Lord & Novick,  1968 ; Thorndike,  1982 ; 
Wilson,  2005  )  for one’s purposes. In the area of 
educational and psychological measurement, it is 
sometimes diffi cult to conceptualize the object of 
measurement because it is usually an abstract 
entity whose attributes of interests for measure-
ment can be arguable and not easily observable 
(Crocker & Algina). Given that constructs are 
hypothetical concepts, there can be a great deal 
of difference in conceptualization, for instance, 
see the debate concerning IQ, in general, and the 
existence of g-factor, in particular (Jensen,  1998  ) . 
Thus, authoritative defi nitions or widespread 
acceptance of a specifi c set of attributes can be 
diffi cult to establish in general for psychological 
variables and student engagement is no different 
(Appleton et al.,  2008  ) . 

 Presently there are different models of student 
engagement that accentuate different aspects but 
also have substantial overlap (Appleton et al., 
 2006 ; Finn,  1989 ; Fredricks et al.,  2004  ) . Fredricks 
et al. propose a multidimensional approach to 
investigating engagement through the use of three 
broad types of engagement: behavioral, emo-
tional, and cognitive. Appleton and colleagues 

have attempted to further this perspective while 
also situating engagement within a broader 
 contextualization where engagement is seen as a 
mediating variable between specifi c contexts and 
important outcomes. 

 Appleton et al.  (  2006  )  utilize their general 
theoretical framework to develop an instrument 
to measure student engagement. Their work can 
be seen as an instantiation of the previous work 
by Fredricks et al.  (  2004  )  with an understanding 
of the potential multidimensionality of the con-
struct of engagement but also a broadening as 
they take the conceptualization and measurement 
of engagement beyond the general types, that is, 
cognitive, behavioral, and emotional, to encom-
pass academic engagement and specifi c aspects 
or subcomponents of the general type of engage-
ment related to unique contexts. For instance, 
there is no attempt to simply measure a singu-
lar, broad construct called affective/emotional 
engagement, but care is taken to specify specifi c 
aspects where emotional engagement might show 
itself within different contexts, that is, relation-
ships with teachers, support from peers, and 
 family support. Similarly with cognitive engage-
ment, they defi ne two subcomponents of cogni-
tive engagement that are related to different 
aspects of cognitive engagement with one focus-
ing on a student’s sense of control and relevance 
of schoolwork and one related to the student’s 
future aspirations and goals. 

 Fredricks et al.  (  2004  )  conceptualization of 
three broad types will serve as a starting point for 
an initial defi nition of student engagement in this 
paper. Behavioral engagement relates to a stu-
dent’s willingness to become involved in school-
related activities in a positive manner. This 
can take the form of following rules of conduct, 
participating in school activities, or showing per-
sistence and positive effort in learning tasks. 
Emotional engagement subsumes students’ feel-
ings about the educational milieu within which 
they fi nd themselves. This can relate to reactions 
to teachers, peers, or even the school culture, in 
general. Cognitive engagement generally refl ects 
the student’s willingness to invest cognitive facil-
ities into learning and mastering new and poten-
tially diffi cult skills. This type of engagement can 
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also relate to the setting of learning goals and 
consciously striving to meet those goals. 

 These three types of engagement can readily 
be seen to have a signifi cant level of crossover 
and overlap with other important areas of study 
in psychology. For instance, research on cogni-
tive engagement can easily be related to research 
in other areas of psychology and education, such 
as setting goals, planning, monitoring, and evalu-
ating progress that are common metacognitive 
(Blumenfeld, Kempler, & Krajcik,  2006  )  or 
 self-regulated learning (Cleary & Zimmerman, 
Chap.   11    ) themes. Additionally, research in the 
area of social development models related to 
such diverse issues as delinquency (Hawkins & 
Weis,  1985  )  and drug use (Catalano, Kosterman, 
Hawkins, Newcomb, & Abbott,  1996 ; Guo, 
Hawkins, Hill, & Abbott,  2001  )  bears directly on 
the emotional engagement students have with 
their teachers and social environment. Similarly, 
research in areas as diverse as internal motivation 
and reward contingencies (Cameron & Pierce, 
 1994  )  has relevance to behavioral engagement. 
As can be inferred, the area of student engage-
ment has a substantial body of work from which 
it is able to draw. 

 Further complicating the elucidation of 
engagement is the growing relevance of situating 
engagement within a more complex ecology 
where specifi c antecedents and outcomes are con-
ceptualized (Appleton et al.,  2006,   2008 ; Fredricks 
et al.  2004  ) . Within this conceptualization are 
important antecedent variables related to such 
things as school and classroom contexts (subsum-
ing diverse variables such as relationships with 
teachers or peers to the more overt demands and 
contingencies of the organizational structure), 
home contexts (subsuming such domains as rela-
tions with family members and their ideations 
concerning education), and individual level con-
text related to the student’s comportment and atti-
tudes. Additionally, there are a number of key 
outcomes of interest, two of which appear most 
important are achievement and dropping out of 
school, as both of these outcomes have lifelong 
repercussions (Alexander, Entwisle, & Horsey, 
 1997 ; Balfanz, Herzog, & Mac Iver,  2007 ; 
Christenson et al.,  2008 ; Finn & Rock,  1997  ) .  

   Disentangling Motivation 
and Engagement 

 An outstanding issue in the study of student 
engagement is the relationship between motiva-
tion and engagement (Appleton et al.,  2006 ; 
Wentzel & Wigfi eld,  2007  ) . Much of the problem 
is related to defi ning the difference between the 
two constructs and highlighting the potential inter-
actions. This area of study is potentially fecund 
due both to the dearth of specifi c research and the 
vast array of possible theoretical forays. What fol-
lows is a brief sortie into some incipient issues 
with attempted adumbration of research ideas and 
statistical models to be presented in later sections. 

 Motivation can be conceived broadly as the 
cause for a person’s action in the world (Franken, 
 2001 ; Kleinginna & Kleinginna,  1981  ) . It is that 
thing which compels us to action. However, 
motivation also carries within it the connotation 
of its root, motive, which implies both a cause to 
act and the implicit goal of the action. Therefore, 
motivation seems to suggest both the movement 
to action and the goal associated with that action. 
This goal-directed action can be elicited either by 
internal or external/social stimulus. For instance, 
one can be motivated to play a sport because 
there is something appealing to the individual or 
because one’s friends are playing. Likewise, one 
can be motivated to avoid actions due to internal/
external stimuli. 

 Engagement appears to engender a sense of 
active commitment or participation (Fredricks 
et al.,  2004  ) . However, care should be taken when 
attempting to equate active commitment and par-
ticipation, as one might participate in an activity 
but with little active commitment. This might 
have some interesting theoretical repercussions 
for engagement research as there might be differ-
ent relationships between engagement and out-
come variables of interest, such as drop out or 
achievement, when one measures active commit-
ment to engage in activity as opposed to passive 
participation. Simply coming to school can be 
either an active commitment to learning and inter-
acting with others or a passive participation in a 
socially manifest activity that one feels compelled 
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to do to avoid adverse repercussions. Additionally, 
different underlying types of motivation could be 
at play in those situations, with active engagement 
potentially motivated by an internal stimulus 
where as passive participation motivated by exter-
nal/social expectations or punishing consequences 
for lack of participation. 

 One possible way to conceptualize the rela-
tionship between motivation and engagement is 
that motivation can be seen as the underlying 
psychological state that sets the stage for engage-
ment (Blumenfeld et al.,  2006  ) . Appleton et al. 
 (  2006  )  suggest that motivation is a necessary but 
not suffi cient condition for engagement. From 
this perspective, if one is engaged, then one could 
be seen to have been motivated toward that 
action. However, one might be motivated to act 
but not actually initiate an active involvement or 
participation. That lack of moving from a state of 
motivation to a state of engagement could derive 
from personal/individual reasons or from barriers 
in the environment that act as a bulwark inhibit-
ing engagement. 

 There can be structural barriers within an edu-
cational environment that hinder a student from 
bridging the gap between being motivated to act 
and the realization of that act. For instance, a stu-
dent might be motivated to learn a martial art or 
piano but not have that option available in school. 
A student might be motivated to learn about his-
tory but have signifi cant peer pressure to not 
develop erudition in that area or even actively 
encouraged by peers to “act dumb” or devalue 
educational attainment in general. Here is where 
interesting questions within the motivation/
engagement research milieu can extend from the 
study of individuals and individual differences to 
the study of environments and local ecologies 
that foster or inhibit active engagement related to 
education and school. 

 An interesting scenario arises when consider-
ing the interplay of motivation and engagement: 
To what extent does engagement in an activity 
increase an individual’s motivation to continue 
with active participation? Additionally, what 
aspects of being engaged in an activity would 
continually discourage an individual from par-
ticipating and potentially lead to disengagement? 

The relationship becomes more of a recursive 
type of interplay, where motivation facilitates 
engagement, which facilitates new learning, 
experiences, and growing competence in an area, 
which then facilitates an increase in motivation 
to continue the learning and discovery process. 
As research on talent development has also 
shown (Bloom,  1985  ) , there can be unique 
dynamics to this interplay at different develop-
mental periods as the child moves from initial 
exploration to professional development. There 
is active research in exploring the more dynamic 
model where engagement acts as a mediator 
between motivation and achievement (Appleton 
et al.,  2006 ; Blumenfeld et al.,  2006  ) . 

 The relationship between motivation and 
engagement is not one that is easily disentangled. 
However, there are numerous lines of research 
potential. While the severability of engagement 
and motivation might not be easily accomplished, 
the measurements of engagement and motivation 
are necessary precursors to any research program 
that will attempt to elucidate the possible rela-
tionships and interdependencies. The following 
sections will outline some important concepts 
and ideas for extending the present research into 
engagement by explicitly focusing on issues 
related to measurement.  

   Measurement Issues in Student 
Engagement 

 Given the complexity of the engagement variable 
and its potential multidimensionality, developing 
an instrument to measure engagement could be 
seen as quite diffi cult. It is likely that numerous 
measures would need to be developed for the 
multitude of potentially salient research ques-
tions in the broad fi eld of student engagement. 
Fredricks et al.  (  2004  )  provide an insightful cri-
tique of the diffi culties in measuring different 
types of engagement. They also highlight the 
conceptual issues and inherent problems related 
to the great deal of overlap between the different 
types of engagement that could make measure-
ment more complex. Appleton et al.  (  2006  )  also 
provide a perceptive method of organizing the 
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construct of engagement within a structure that 
accounts for both antecedent and consequent 
variables. 

 The three types of engagement, behavioral, 
cognitive, and emotional, might facilitate the 
construction of three different measures of 
engagement with each focused on a single type. 
However, it would also seem appropriate to iden-
tify specifi c aspects of each general type that 
could constitute a subcomponent, or subdimen-
sion, of the general type. For instance, the con-
ceptualization of a measure of behavioral 
engagement would need to account for work-
related behaviors such as completing school 
assignments and the level of achievement on that 
work but might also have to account for the stu-
dents’ behavior with respect to following rules or 
interfering with others. It is easy to see that a stu-
dent might have serious problems completing 
work but have a high regard for following rules, 
and vice versa. Therefore, the extent to which 
each of the three engagement types are homoge-
neous constructs is highly questionable, and 
therefore, measurement should focus on examin-
ing specifi c aspects of each general type. An 
example of this can be seen with the SEI, which 
attempts to measure specifi c aspects of cognitive 
engagement relating to both future aspirations 
and control/relevance of schoolwork. While both 
of these subcomponents are related to cognitive 
engagement, it was thought they represented 
unique and important aspects of cognitive engage-
ment and therefore required distinct measures, 
for example, independent scales. 

 Further complicating the measurement of 
engagement is the extent to which differing con-
texts of engagement are important. For instance, 
is it important to measure emotional engagement 
separately with respect to teachers than to peers, 
or can they be comprised as an overall measure 
of engagement within the school context? 
Moreover, should school level structure vari-
ables, such as student beliefs and thoughts about 
the rules and enforcement of those rules in school 
or the student sense of the type of work and 
assessments they are given, be measured within 
the context of a general engagement construct 
related to the school environment? These are 

open issues that can drive the development of 
appropriate scales for measuring different aspects 
of engagement and also help to begin to parse out 
the answers about the interrelated aspects of 
engagement. 

 The next section will provide a general over-
view of the process for constructing measures. 
This is meant to provide a basis and foundation 
for future developers of instruments to measure 
those aspects of engagement that suite their 
research endeavors. There are a number of good 
references on test construction (see, for instance, 
DeVellis,  2003 ; Downing & Haladyna,  2006 ; 
Spector,  1992 ; or Wilson,  2005  )  to help guide the 
specifi cs of test development. The following sec-
tion is not meant to be a complete or defi nitive 
methodology for test construction, but rather to 
provide a general outline for moving the mea-
surement of engagement forward.  

   General Approach to Constructing 
Appropriate Measures 

 After a psychological construct, for instance, 
cognitive engagement or some relevant subcom-
ponent, of interest has been defi ned, one would 
attempt to delineate those relevant aspects or 
attributes that constitute the construct. One might 
consult the research and fi nd only a single dimen-
sion could constitute the construct or that multi-
ple aspects of the construct are important and a 
multidimensional approach should be consid-
ered. If the construct was thought to be multidi-
mensional, then not only would there be a 
necessity to defi ne each dimension of importance 
but also a need to identify the possible relation-
ship between those dimensions. 

 For instance, the SEI identifi ed two important 
types of engagement, cognitive and affective, 
from the research literature (Appleton et al., 
 2006  ) . Furthermore, there was an identifi cation 
of aspects of those general engagement types that 
could be thought of as different manifestations, 
or subcomponents or subtypes, of the general 
type. For instance, in the emotional/affective type 
of engagement, the SEI measures distinct types 
of relationships between the student and teacher, 
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the student and their peers, and the student and 
their family. In the area of cognitive engagement, 
subtypes of control and relevance of schoolwork 
and future aspirations and goals are measured. It 
was believed that these were unique subcompo-
nents or context within which each general type 
of engagement would be expressed, but differ-
ently enough to constitute measuring them 
independently. 

 The next step is to bring the theoretical and 
abstract construct into a tool to measure the pur-
ported construct. The basic idea is to fi nd some 
manner of eliciting observable responses from 
individuals that relate to the latent construct and 
then apply a numerical quantity to those 
responses. The area of psychometrics in educa-
tion and psychology is the fi eld that applies the 
scientifi c study of the measurement of latent traits 
and uses a range of test theories and statistical 
models to help construct a useful instrument for 
measurement (Crocker & Algina,  1986 ; Lord & 
Novick,  1968 ; Wilson,  2005  ) . There can be 
numerous methods for obtaining information 
such as observations, structured interviews, or 
basic psychological assessments. This chapter 
will focus on a specifi c method of obtaining 
information through the use of a summated rating 
scale, which will be elaborated in the following 
sections. 

   Moving from the Theoretical 
to the Applied 

 This step in the process attempts to bring the the-
oretical aspect of the construct of interest into 
focus by developing items to measure the con-
struct. We expect to observe the salient aspects of 
the construct by eliciting student responses to 
items/questions that are thought to reveal the 
continuum of the construct. We would like to fi nd 
out how individuals differ in the amount of a con-
struct they have, so we ask them questions and 
seek their responses. 

 Item development is critical to the process of 
measurement, as the items are the only window 
we have into the construct for the measurement 
instrument. The relationship between the item 

content and the construct of interest is vitally 
important, as inferences from the scores on the 
instrument are only generalizable to the extent 
that the items appear to have been sampled from 
an appropriate domain. For instance, if we were 
developing a test for eighth graders’ mathematics 
ability and only sampled items from single-digit 
addition, there would be legitimate questions 
about how well we represented the appropriate 
set of appropriate mathematical problems. Fur-
thermore, there would be legitimate questions 
about how well the scores from the test general-
ized to making inferences about the students 
overall mathematical ability. 

 After an appropriate number of items have 
been compiled for which one believes are broad 
enough to cover the relevant domain of the 
 construct, there are three basic steps that follow: 
(1) evaluating the extent to which the items 
 measure the intended attribute of the construct, 
(2) computing a method to score the aggregated 
responses, and (3) providing evidence that the 
rating scale is measuring what it was intended 
to measure and other issues related to score 
 validity, such as measurement invariance and 
differential item functioning. 

 The following sections will highlight issues 
(1) and (2) from above, and later sections will 
focus on using confi rmatory factor analysis 
(CFA) and item response theory (IRT) to guide 
item analysis and scale development. Thus, the 
chapter will provide a more general theoretical 
overview of the issues (1) and (2), but then pro-
vide applicable statistical methods for analyzing 
data for scale construction. These sections pro-
vide a foundation for the development of the 
underlying measurement model of the instru-
ment. Note that a glossary of terms appears in 
Appendix  A . 

 Issue (3) is related to the compilation of evi-
dence for validity and will not be directly dis-
cussed in this chapter. The reason for this is 
validity-related research is usually developed 
within the specifi c context of the intended infer-
ences of the measurement instrument. Therefore, 
research design and analytical methodologies are 
usually more defi ned by that context than a gen-
eral approach (see, for instance, Crocker & 
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Algina,  1986 ; Kane,  2006 ; Thorndike,  1982 ; or 
Wainer & Braun,  1988  for more comprehensive 
approaches to the study of test score validity). 
Also, only after the items can be confi rmed to 
measure a common construct (1) and the aggre-
gation of those items into a single scale justifi ed 
(2) can research related to validity issues (3) be 
undertaken. Thus, the following sections seek to 
provide a basis for the foundational aspects of 
developing an instrument which would precede 
issues related to the validity of that score(s) from 
the instrument, which would be addressed with 
an ongoing research program (Crocker & Algina, 
 1986 ; Embretson & Reise,  2000 ; Kane,  2006 ; 
McDonald,  1999 ; Thorndike,  1982  ) .  

   Evaluating the Items 
for Appropriateness 

 It is vital to ensure that all the items are indeed 
measuring a similar construct and therefore pro-
vide the basis for a unifi ed interpretation of an 
aggregate of those items. Thus, fi eld-testing the 
items in an appropriate sample of individuals on 
an intended measurement instrument is crucial to 
evaluate the functioning of the items themselves. 
Not only is the sample of items important, so is 
the sample of students. Just as one wishes to gen-
eralize from the item responses to the construct of 
interest, one would like to generalize from the 
sample performance to the population of interest. 

 It is important to evaluate the extent to which 
each item contributes to the understanding of the 
construct of interest. Each item needs to contrib-
ute to the measurement and should be positively 
related to the overall construct. As item responses 
across multiple items will be compiled into a score 
for the student, each item needs to add signifi -
cantly to the overall understanding. So not only 
must the items themselves be positively related, 
they must also conform to the intended measure-
ment model. In essence, the items must fi t to the 
intended structure of the measurement model. 

 A few issues should be noted. First of all, as 
there are a number of items to be aggregated in 
order to inform the measurement of the construct, 
we must provide evidence that indeed the items 

are measuring a common hypothetical construct. 
This is a basic psychometric consideration related 
to the homogeneity of items that form the scale 
(McDonald,  1999 ; Thorndike,  1982  ) . If the items 
do not appear to measure a common construct, 
then it would be diffi cult to make inferences from 
scores as to a particular attribute of the construct 
because measurement would be confounded. 

 For instance, if an item had little relationship 
with the construct being measured, all measure-
ments would be useless in measuring the con-
struct. Imagine using a temperature gauge to 
measure your basement’s dimensions or using a 
student’s math scores to make judgments about 
a student’s reading skills. In these situations, 
if the items are not measuring the intended 
 construct, then they do not give us any useful 
information about the construct and would be 
misleading. Additionally, if an item appears to 
be measuring two or more attributes, for exam-
ple, measured both cognitive engagement and 
emotional engagement, then there would be a 
question as to what we should attribute higher 
or lower response option by the student. Here, 
the issue of confounded measurement would 
be apparent. It would be diffi cult to understand if 
the higher response was due to higher levels of 
cognitive or emotional engagement. 

 Generally, when constructing a measure, we 
would like each item to measure only a single 
attribute. This ensures that higher or lower scores 
on the items can be referenced to higher or lower 
levels of the single variable/construct being mea-
sured. For instance, we would like to attribute 
higher scores on cognitive engagement items to 
something related to cognitive engagement. Item 
analysis can provide both justifi cation for item 
use and retention and also help in the nascent 
theory development.  

   Issues Related to Scoring 
the Instrument 

 One of the common methods of obtaining 
response information from students is by asking 
questions in a survey format and eliciting 
responses on a forced-choice, ordered category 
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scale (McDonald,  1999  ) . We will refer to this 
method of obtaining information as a rating scale 
for this chapter; it is generally a method that 
assigns a series of fi xed, ordered categories to the 
item response options. In general, the respondent 
is asked a series of questions thought to elicit the 
attributes of the latent construct of interest, and 
then the respondent is asked to respond to each 
question by selecting one of a number of catego-
ries which are ordered from one end of the spec-
trum to the other. A common set of ordered 
categories could be as follows: strongly agree 
(SA), agree (A), disagree (D), and strongly dis-
agree (SD). For any question, the respondent 
simply chooses the level of the ordered category 
for which they feel best applies. 

 For scoring the rating scale, a bijective, or 
one-to-one, relationship is usually established 
between the qualitative representations, for 
example, SA, A, D, and SD, and a numerical rep-
resentation, for example, 3, 2, 1, and 0. For 
instance, if one were interested in having higher 
scores correspond to higher levels of positive 
feelings/beliefs related to the item content, then 
one could use the following bijective relation: 
 SA  = 3,  A  = 2,  D  = 1, and  SD  = 0. Thus, higher 
scores would result in higher levels of agreement. 
Student scores are then computed by summing 
the numeric representations of all items in order 
to obtain a total score and can be referred to as a 
summated rating scale. Furthermore, to make 
scores interpretable, a norming process can be 
undertaken (Thorndike,  1982  ) . 

 After evaluating the items, settling on a set of 
items that appear to provide useful measurement 
of the construct, and deciding on a transforma-
tion from the qualitative response format to a 
quantitative measure, some method of scaling the 
test must ensue in order to provide score scale 
with interpretable scores. Scaling basically entails 
combining the scores across items into a single 
metric expressing the continuum of the construct. 
So, after a fi eld test has provided information on 
actual response patterns from the intended popu-
lation and some analysis has provided insights 
into which set of items provide productive mea-
surement for the construct, then one would focus 
on the most appropriate method of combining 
item responses into a total score.   

   Analyzing the Rating Scale 
and the Intended Measurement 
Model 

 The following sections will provide an overview 
of two complementary models for item analysis 
and the extent to which the intended measure-
ment model appears to hold. These analyses will 
help provide evidence for (1) and (2) above. The 
fi rst model will be an extension of classical test 
theory (CTT) called the congeneric measurement 
model. The second will be one of a number of 
modern item response theory models specifi cally 
from the Rasch family of measurement models. 

   Congeneric Measurement Model 
and Confi rmatory Factor Analysis 

 One common method of evaluating the intended 
measurement model of a psychometric instru-
ment is through the use of congeneric measure-
ment theory (Jöreskog,  1971  )  and confi rmatory 
factor analytic models (CFA; Bartholomew & 
Knott,  1999 ; Bollen,  1989 ; Brown,  2006 ; Harman, 
 1967 ; Jöreskog,  1969 ; McDonald,  1985,   1999  ) . 
The congeneric measurement theory can be seen 
as an extension of the basic classical test theory 
(Gulliksen,  1950 ; Lord & Novick,  1968  )  where 
items measuring a common construct can have 
different levels of relationship to that construct; 
for instance, some items do a better or worse job 
of measuring that construct. The congeneric mea-
surement model can be expressed as follows:

        (38.1)   

 Here the score,  X , on an item  i ,  X  
 i 
 , is com-

posed of a linear function of the underlying true 
score  T . In the common classical test theory, all 
items have a similar level of diffi cult,   a   

 i 
  =   a   

 j 
  = 0, 

and measure the true score with equivalent preci-
sion,   g   

 i 
  =   g   

 j 
  = 1. Additionally, a strong true score 

model would presume the error term,   e  , was simi-
lar across items. The congeneric model can be 
seen as a more robust model when attempting to 
measure a common true score factor. The model 
presented above is the unidimensional model 

= + +i i i i .X Ta g e
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where a single factor is thought to underlie 
responses to the items; however, the model can 
be extended to multidimensional models by add-
ing additional factors into the model. 

 The congeneric model can be evaluated within 
the context of CFA (Bollen,  1989 ; Brown,  2006 ; 
Jöreskog,  1969,   1971 ; McDonald,  1985,   1999  ) . 
Figure  38.1  shows a pictorial representation of 
the congeneric measurement model within the 
context of CFA. The square boxes represent 
observed responses to items, and the circular 
variable represents the underlying latent trait of 
interest that is hypothesized to be producing those 
responses. The   g   

 i 
  variables represent the factor 

loadings on the true score,  T , and the   e   
 i 
  represents 

the error or residual term for each item  i  (please 
note the mean structure aspect of the model to 
evaluate the intercept term,   a   

 i 
 , has been left off 

Fig.  38.1  for simplicity but would be a part of the 
congeneric model (see Brown,  2006 , for a practi-
cal example and Jöreskog,  1969,   1971 , for the 

statistical background)). Figure  38.1  represents a 
5-item scale measuring a common factor, or a 
true score representative of a unidimensional 
latent trait, with each item measuring the com-
mon factor with different levels of precision.  

 CFA provides a unifi ed statistical model proce-
dure to evaluate different aspects of the underly-
ing measurement models. For instance, evaluation 
of the factor loadings provides evidence of the 
extent to which an item appears to be related to 
the underlying latent factor. Thus, evidence can 
be obtained to evaluate whether or not an item 
appears to be functioning in the manner expected, 
given it was expected to contribute signifi cantly 
to the measurement of the latent factor. Items with 
small or insignifi cant factor loadings could be 
considered for deletion from the instrument or in 
need of reworking and further fi eld-testing. 

 Another attribute of CFA that makes it an 
attractive method for testing measurement mod-
els is that it has a number of well-known and 
highly utilized measures of model fi t, for exam-
ple, Tucker-Lewis Index (TLI) and Root Mean 
Square Error of Approximation (RMSEA), to 
gauge the extent to which the intended model 
comports with the observed data (Bollen,  1989 ; 
Brown,  2006 ; Cheung & Rensvold,  2002 ; Hu & 
Bentler,  1999  ) . Additionally, CFA is easily used 
within the context of structural equation models 
to help test the interrelations between numer-
ous variables of interest (Bollen,  1989  )  and to 
test not only the measurement models of the 
 measuring instruments but hypothesized relation-
ships between variables of interest. 

 A potentially useful application of CFA is for 
scoring student responses across items to obtain 
an overall score on the factor of interest. When 
items measuring a common factor, or common 
latent trait, provide different levels of measure-
ment precision then a simple summation of those 
item scores can result in less than optimal scoring 
for the common factor (Lord,  1980  ) . Additionally, 
this would contradict some of the basic assump-
tions of the classical theory of tests (Lord & 
Novick,  1968 ; McDonald,  1999  ) . Obtaining opti-
mal scoring is critically important for making 
inferences about student scores and can help to 
reduce the random error associated with statistical 

  Fig. 38.1    Congeneric measurement model represented 
within the context of confi rmatory factor analysis.  Circle  
with “ T ” represents the latent variable,  X 1 to  X 5 represent 
distinct items measuring “ T ,”   l   

1
  to   l   

5
  represent the factor 

loadings, and   e   
1
  to   e   

5
  represent the error terms       
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tests (Shadish, Cook, & Campbell,  2002  ) , which 
is important for interpretation of research results. 
The congeneric model evaluated within the con-
text of CFA can utilize the measurement model to 
differentially weight items and improve upon 
simple summation.  

   Item Response Theory for Modeling 
Rating Scales 

 For decades, CTT was the underlying methodol-
ogy for constructing psychological and educa-
tional tests (Crocker & Algina,  1986 ; Gulliksen, 
 1950 ; Lord & Novick,  1968  ) . Recent movement 
in the fi eld of psychometrics has highlighted 
some of the inherent problems with CTT and the 
emerging utility of item response theory (IRT) to 
overcome those problems (Embretson,  1995 ; 
Embretson & Reise,  2000 ; Fischer & Molenaar, 
 1995 ; Hambleton, Swaminathan, & Rogers, 
 1991 ; Thorndike,  1982 ; van der Linden & 
Hambleton,  1997  ) . IRT addresses many of the 
same issues as those outlined above with the CFA 
implementation of the congeneric measurement 
model. 

 Analysis of item level data can be facilitated 
through the use of a particular set of item response 
models derived from the work of Georg Rasch 
(Andersen,  1997 ; Bond & Fox,  2001 ; Rasch, 
 1980  ) . Numerous advantages of the Rasch model 
have been outlined (Keeves & Masters,  1999 ; 
Wright & Masters,  1982  ) . A specifi c model in 
the family of Rasch models (Wright,  1999  )  has 
been developed to address issues with calibrat-
ing items structured in an ordered category 
response manner called the Rating Scale Model 
(RSM; Andrich,  1978a,   1978b,   1999 ; Wright & 
Masters,  1982  ) . 

 The RSM provides a method for scaling the 
internal transition from one category response 
within an item to the subsequent category. Rather 
than simply providing an integer value to each 
subsequently higher category, each item has a set 
of internal thresholds that provides information 
about the progression from each sequential cate-
gory, for example, from the Disagree to the Agree 

categories. The RSM takes the ordered categories 
and transforms them into a linear scale (Bond & 
Fox,  2001 ; Wright & Masters,  1982  ) . One 
assumption of the model is that the category 
scores and thus the thresholds are similar across 
all items in the scale (Andersen,  1997 ; Wright, 
 1999 ; Wright & Masters,  1982  ) . 

 The RSM is based on a probability model for 
an individual choosing category  k , for example, 
Strongly Agree (SA), on an item as opposed to 
choosing the adjacent category,  k  – 1, for exam-
ple, Agree (A). The RSM is intended to provide a 
set of threshold parameters within each item that 
specifi es the transition from one category to the 
adjacent category (see Fig.  38.3  for an example 
using a single item). The relative values of 
the  thresholds suggest the higher ratings indi-
cate higher levels of agreement with the items. 
The RSM can be written as follows:

        (38.2)  

which represents the probability of person  n  
responding to item  i  with category  k  is the ratio of 
that person scoring in category  k  on item  i  to the 
sum of the probability of scoring in category  k  
and  k  – 1. Thus, the resulting form provides a per-
son estimate for their position on the variable 
being measured,   b   

 n 
 , a scale value for each item, 

  d   
 i 
 , and the threshold values for the number of cat-

egories of responses minus one,   t   
 k 
 . 

 Each item on the scale would provide infor-
mation about the ease for which a person high on 
engagement would respond positively to the item. 
For instance, given two items on the Peer Support 
at School scale (SEI; Appleton et al.,  2006  ) , the 
item with the higher scale value would indicate 
that students needed a higher level of feelings of 
engagement to respond positively. Put another 
way, if a student were responding to two different 
items, then they would potentially choose a lower 
category on the item with the higher scale value 
than they would on the item with a lower scale 
value. Thus, the higher the scale value for an 
item, the more diffi cult it is to endorse a higher 
positive rating.   
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   Examples of the Measurement 
Approaches: Evaluating the SEI 

 This section will provide an evaluation of the 
Student Engagement Instrument (SEI; Appleton 
et al.,  2006  )  to highlight the measurement issues. 
First of all, CFA will be used to evaluate the 
intended 5-factor, correlated structure of the SEI 
using a congeneric measurement model. This 
will provide cross-validation evidence for sup-
port of the intended measurement model underly-
ing the SEI. Next, we will highlight the use of the 
RSM as a complementary method to the CFA for 
calibrating the items for the 5-factor model and 
show some methods of evaluating the item statis-
tics. Finally, we will highlight a potentially valu-
able measurement model called the bifactor 
model that could potentially be useful in disen-
tangling the complex issues related to measuring 
student engagement. 

 All results were based on the same sample of 
students ( N  = 1,796). The sample was obtained 
from middle ( N  = 793) and high ( N  = 1,003) 
school students attending schools in Upper 
Midwest. The CFA and bifactor models were 
analyzed using MPlus 4.1 software (Muthén & 
Muthén,  1998 –2005) and the RSM analysis used 
WinSteps 3.69 (Linacre,  2007  ) . Common metrics 
for evaluating CFA models (Bollen,  1989 ; Brown, 
 2006 ; Hu & Bentler,  1999  )  and RSM models 
(Bond & Fox,  2001 ; Fischer & Molenaar,  1995 ; 
Linacre,  2007 ; Wright & Masters,  1982  )  were 
used to interpret the empirical fi t of the data to the 
underlying models. 

   The Student Engagement Instrument 

 The Student Engagement Instrument (SEI: 
Appleton et al.,  2006  )  was constructed to mea-
sure fi ve important subtypes of student engage-
ment falling within two broad types of student 
engagement. The SEI measures two unique sub-
types of cognitive engagement called Control and 
Relevance of School Work (Control) and Future 
Aspirations and Goals (Aspire). The affective 

type of engagement measures three unique 
 subtypes called Teacher-Student Relationships 
(Teacher), Peer Support at School (Peer), and 
Family Support for Learning (Family). The three 
affective engagement subtypes support the mea-
surement of the sense of belongingness through 
mutually positive relationships with important 
groups in the student’s life, for example, family, 
teachers, and peers. Methods of evaluating the 
sense of belongingness can be done through elic-
iting a student’s sense of the extent to which the 
important groups have respect and concern/car-
ing for them and their learning performance 
(Battistich, Solomon, Watson, & Schaps,  1997 ; 
Davis,  2003 ; Wentzel,  1997  ) . 

 The SEI is comprised of 33 items covering the 
fi ve subtypes, which we will also refer to as fac-
tors in the following analysis. There is no item 
overlap between the scales. The fi ve subtypes 
were expected to correlate positively. A visual 
representation of the SEI is provided in Fig.  38.2  
where the circles represent the latent factors, the 
boxes represent the sets of items for which stu-
dents respond on the rating scale, and the double-
headed arrows represent the correlations between 
factors. The SEI uses the following ordered cat-
egories: Strongly Agree (SA), Agree (A), 
Disagree (D), and Strongly Disagree (SD). Higher 
scores represent higher levels of student engage-
ment for each subtype.  

 Research has provided evidence of good score 
reliability and validity (Appleton et al.,  2006 ; 
Betts, Appleton, Reschly, Christenson, & 
Huebner,  2010 ; Reschly, Betts, & Appleton, 
 2011  ) . Additionally, recent research has sug-
gested that the SEI provides invariant measure-
ments across students from 6th to 12th grade and 
also across genders (Betts et al.,  2010  ) . This sug-
gested that the factors being measured by the SEI 
probably are similar across genders and grades 
and could be used to follow students across their 
middle to high school years. Recent research 
(Reschly et al.,  2011  )  has provided initial evi-
dence of the strong relationship between motiva-
tion and cognitive engagement along with 
evidence for score validity to important outcomes 
thought to be related to engagement.  
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   Cross-Validation of the SEI Using 
the Congeneric Measurement Model 

 Figure  38.2  is a visualization of the expected fac-
tor structure of the SEI. To evaluate the extent to 
which this model holds for the sample of middle 
and high school students, a CFA model was spec-
ifi ed to test the correspondence between the 
intended measurement model based on the theo-
retical structure of the SEI and the observed 
response data. In Fig.  38.2 , the boxes represent 
the set of items measuring the factors (shown in 
circles); however, rather than simply summing 
the items in the set to get a total score for each 
subtypes, the relationship was structured to be 
like that in Fig.  38.1  showing the congeneric 
measurement model. Thus, each factor in 
Fig.  38.2  has the measurement model structure of 
Fig.  38.1 , and each factor was specifi ed to be cor-
related (represented by the double-headed arrows) 
with all other factors. For this model, simple 
structure was enforced with all items measuring 

only the one intended factor with no cross- 
loadings. The fi rst item on each scale had its 
unstandardized factor loading set to unity to set 
the scale for that factor, but all other factor load-
ings were freely estimated. Additionally, the cor-
relations between factors were freely estimated. 

 Results suggested good to excellent fi t of the 
data to the model,   c   2 (485) = 6839.98, CFI = .92, 
TLI = .92, RMSEA = .047, and SRMR = .044. The 
probability that the RMSEA was less than or 
equal to .05 was >.99 suggesting that the RMSEA 
was probably below the level suggesting excel-
lent model fi t. All the fi t indexes suggested that 
the intended model fi t the observed data very 
well and could probably not be rejected. Thus, 
this cross-validation sample provided evidence 
of the stability of the SEI in a new sample from 
the intended population of use. Table  38.1  pro-
vides the reliability estimates for the factors (the 
fi rst entry on the diagonal) and the correlations 
between the factors (below the diagonal on the 
lower triangle). These reliability estimates and 

  Fig. 38.2    Student 
engagement instrument 
measurement model with 
correlated factors. The 
latent engagement factors 
are represented by the 
 circles , the set of items 
measuring the latent 
factors are represented by 
the  boxes , and the 
 double-headed arrows  
represent the correlations 
between factors       
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correlation levels are similar to those found in 
previous research on the SEI (Appleton et al. 
 2006 ; Betts et al.,  2010  ) , providing evidence of 
score stability and interrelations between factors 
to be similar in this sample when compared to 
other samples.   

   Utilizing the Rating Scale Model 
for the SEI 

 We calibrated the items for each factor indepen-
dently for the RSM in order to derive fi ve inde-
pendent scales. Table  38.2  provides the item level 
statistics for all 33 items. The Measure variable 
in Table  38.2  provides the calibrated value for 
each item, with the lower values suggesting 
somewhat easier ability for respondents to make 
positive responses. For instance on the Teacher-
Student Relationships scale, the item “At my 
school, teachers care about students” has a value 
of −0.44 which suggested it was somewhat easier 
to agree with than the item asking, “The school 
rules are fair,” which had a value of 0.74.  

 Figure  38.3  provides an example of the 
response model for the “I feel safe at school” item 
from the Teacher-Student Relationships scale. 
The vertical axis is a probability metric and the 
horizontal axis is the person ability score, or in 
this case, a linear measure of affective engage-
ment related to teacher-student context. The fi g-
ure shows the relationship between levels of 
engagement and the probability of answering with 
one of the four categorical answer choices. For 
instance, if one had a low level of engagement, 

say a value of −2.00, then the most likely category 
response for the student would be within the 
Strongly Disagree. However, a student with a 
higher level of engagement with a score of 1.75 
would be more inclined to agree with the 
statement.  

 To evaluate the fi t of the data to the intended 
measurement model, mean-square-based statis-
tics called Infi t and Outfi t were utilized. Common 
interpretations of these fi t statistics suggest that 
values between 0.5 and 1.5 are deemed produc-
tive for measurement, values less than 0.5 or 
between 1.5 and 2.0 are less productive but not 
degrading to measurement, but values over 2.0 
are deemed to degrade the measurement system 
(Linacre,  2007  ) . Using these heuristics as lower 
and upper bound magnitudes, all items appear to 
provide useful measurement of the intended fac-
tors. Additionally, all the items show a good level 
of relationship between item scores and the total 
score for the factor with all item-total correla-
tions (given in the last column) except two below 
.60. The two items with item-total correlations of 
.58 also show higher levels on both Infi t and 
Outfi t statistics, but not high enough to be con-
sidered to degrade measurement.  

   Utilizing the Bifactor Model for the SEI 

 The bifactor model was originally developed as a 
model for exploring individual differences in the 
domain of intelligence assessment (Holzinger & 
Swineford,  1937 ; Thomson,  1948  )  and has 
recently been incorporated into a general psycho-
metric model for educational and psychological 
measurements (Gibbons & Hedeker,  1992  ) . 
Figure  38.4  provides a visualization of the model 
using the SEI and shows that each set of items 
written to measure a specifi c and unique subtype 
in the boxes is caused by two factors, a general 
and group level factor. The group level factors in 
this example are the fi ve SEI subtype/factors that 
represent specifi c aspects of engagement. The 
general factor is seen as a factor underlying all 
the items and could be interpreted as a general 
engagement variable.  

   Table 38.1    Reliabilities and correlations between factors 
in the 5-factor SEI model   

 Teacher  Control  Peer  Aspire  Family 

 Teacher   .74/.84   .64  .47  .43  .47 
 Control  .70   .70/.79   .38  .56  .51 
 Peer  .49  .39   .76/.76   .39  .41 
 Aspire  .48  .71  .41   .80/.70   .52 
 Family  .54  .62  .47  .61   .79/.67  

   Note : IRT model results are above the diagonal, and 
CFA results are below the diagonal. Reliability esti-
mates are given in bold on the diagonal with CFA results 
before the IRT results  
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 It is also noticeable from the model that the 
group factors and the general factor are uncorre-
lated. This model assumes the general factor 
extracts what is common to all the items on the 
scale and then extracts the group factors from the 
residual correlations between the items measur-
ing a specifi c engagement factor. The utility of 
this type of a model might help to parse out some 
of the concern about the relationship between 
engagement and motivation. For instance, if 

motivation is a necessary condition for engage-
ment, then some sense of motivation should 
underlie all aspects of engagement, as the student 
would be motivated and goal directed to act in a 
manner that suggests engagement. Therefore, it 
might be hypothesized that a common factor 
underlying all specifi c and potentially unique 
aspects of engagement would be some type or 
level of motivation. The use of the bifactor model 
could potentially be used to evaluate a model 

   Table 38.2    RSM item calibration values, fi t statistics, and item-total correlations by scale for the fi ve-factor SEI model   

 Items  Measure  Infi t  Outfi t 
 Item-
total 

 Teacher-student relationships (teacher) 
 Overall, adults at my school treat students fairly 
 Adults at my school listen to the students 
 At my school, teachers care about students 
 My teachers are there for me when I need them 
 The school rules are fair 
 Overall, my teachers are open and honest with me 
 I enjoy talking to the teachers here 
 I feel safe at school 
 Most teachers at my school are interested in me as a person, not just as a student 

 0.08 
 0.13 

 −0.44 
 −0.22 

 0.74 
 −0.41 

 0.08 
 −0.46 

 0.51 

 0.89 
 0.91 
 0.75 
 0.85 
 1.22 
 0.89 
 1.00 
 1.36 
 1.07 

 0.87 
 0.89 
 0.71 
 0.83 
 1.25 
 0.85 
 0.99 
 1.32 
 1.08 

 .74 
 .73 
 .77 
 .73 
 .67 
 .73 
 .72 
 .63 
 .70 

 Control and relevance of school work (control) 
 The tests in my classes do a good job of measuring what I am able to do 
 Most of what is important to know you learn in school 
 The grades in my classes do a good job of measuring what I am able to do 
 What I am learning in my classes will be important in my future 
 After fi nishing my schoolwork, I check it over to see if it is correct 
 When I do schoolwork, I check to see whether I understand what I am doing 
 Learning is fun because I get better at something 
 When I do well in school, it is because I work hard 
 I feel like I have a say about what happens to me at school 

 0.37 
 0.14 
 0.19 

 −0.87 
 1.09 

 −0.19 
 0.12 

 −1.31 
 0.46 

 1.00 
 0.88 
 1.18 
 0.94 
 0.96 
 0.84 
 0.93 
 0.98 
 1.29 

 0.99 
 0.90 
 1.16 
 0.90 
 1.01 
 0.84 
 0.92 
 0.96 
 1.31 

 .64 
 .66 
 .66 
 .68 
 .63 
 .65 
 .67 
 .62 
 .58 

 Peer support at school (peer) 
 Other students at school care about me 
 Students at my school are there for me when I need them 
 Other students here like me the way I am 
 I enjoy talking to the students here 
 Students here respect what I have to say 
 I have some friends at school 

 0.64 
 1.05 
 0.07 

 −0.87 
 1.62 

 −2.52 

 0.79 
 0.91 
 0.97 
 1.07 
 0.99 
 1.31 

 0.75 
 0.92 
 0.92 
 1.07 
 1.05 
 1.40 

 .81 
 .73 
 .75 
 .72 
 .73 
 .58 

 Future aspirations and goals (aspire) 
 I plan to continue my education following high school 
 Going to school after high school is important 
 School is important for achieving my future goals 
 My education will create many future opportunities for me 
 I am hopeful about my future 

 −0.31 
 0.00 
 0.32 
 0.05 

 −0.06 

 0.87 
 0.99 
 0.87 
 1.05 
 1.18 

 0.87 
 0.97 
 0.87 
 1.06 
 1.15 

 .79 
 .76 
 .79 
 .74 
 .70 

 Family support for learning (family) 
 My family/guardian(s) are there for me when I need them 
 When I have problems at school, my family/guardian(s) are willing to help me 
 When something good happens at school, my family/guardian(s) want 
to know about it 
 My family/guardian(s) want me to keep trying when things are tough at school 

 −0.57 
 0.26 
 0.88 

 −0.57 

 1.06 
 0.83 
 1.01 

 1.10 

 1.01 
 0.80 
 1.03 

 1.08 

 .76 
 .83 
 .79 

 .72 
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  Fig. 38.3    Category probabilities and the smoothed response curves for item “I feel safe at school”       

  Fig. 38.4    Visualization of the bifactor model for the SEI 
where the general factor is a latent factor underlying 
responses to all the items and the group factors, control to 
peer, are group factors that explain the variance over and 
above the general factor for independent sets of items. 

 Note : (1) The error terms for the latent variables have 
been left off the fi gure for clarity, and (2) there is no 
 correlation between any of the factors, as the bifactor 
model assumes the factors are independent and therefore 
uncorrelated       
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such as this by entertaining the hypothesis that 
the general factor underlying all the engagement 
variables is a proxy for motivation and therefore 
would be more highly related to motivation than 
the group factors, which would be more specifi c 
aspects of engagement. Additionally, the model 
could be used to support a measurement model 
that had, for instance, a general factor related to 
one of the broad types of engagement such as 
cognitive engagement and group factors related 
to specifi c aspects of cognitive engagement. 

 Furthermore, this model could be extended 
beyond just measurement models to testing rela-
tionships between variables of interest. Figure 
 38.5  provides a possible approach to generalizing 
the bifactor model to measure two broad types of 
engagement, cognitive and affective, along with 
three specifi c contexts related to important social 
relationships, with parents, teachers, and peers. 
Here, the bifactor model could represent the rela-
tionships with the cognitive and affective engage-
ment factors independently, and then allow for 
there to be a correlations between these general 
engagement factors. Furthermore, it could allow 
for correlations between the group factors of each 

type of engagement that were related to a similar 
context or subtype/component of the broad 
engagement type. For instance, there might be a 
specifi c factor related to parents that affect cogni-
tive engagement and a specifi c factor that affects 
emotional engagement independently, but, as 
both are related to the same parental context, 
there might be some level of relationship between 
the two factors over and above that relating sim-
ply to engagement. We will explore a model sim-
ilar to this with the SEI data as represented in 
Fig.  38.6  but without the restriction of having 
similar group level variables across cognitive and 
affective engagement.   

   Initial Bifactor Results 
 Using the bifactor structure in Fig.  38.4 , the data 
were analyzed to evaluate the extent to which the 
SEI fi ts this intended model. To specify the model, 
all initial items on a factor were set to unity to set 
the scale, and all correlations were fi xed at zero to 
model independent factors. Results suggested 
there was evidence of good fi t of the data to 
the model,   c   2 (462) = 6054.19, CFI = .93, TLI = .92, 
RMSEA = .045, and SRMR = .047. The probability 

  Fig. 38.5    Hypothetical use of the bifactor model to measure relationships between important types of engagement and 
social relations       
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that the RMSEA was less than or equal to .05 was 
>.99 suggesting that the RMSEA was probably 
below the level suggesting excellent model fi t. 

 Thus, a model that posits a general engage-
ment factor underlying item responses and unique 
factors related to the fi ve group factors appeared 
to represent the structure in the data rather well. 
These results suggest that it could be possible to 
conceive of an engagement model with a broad 
general factor accounting for variation in student 
responses across various important areas of 
engagement types, but also allow for the mea-
surement of those specifi c factors of interest. This 
could also provide initial evidence for a few 
hypotheses: (1) Is the general factor really a fac-
tor related to motivation that underlies all impe-
tuses to enact in goal-oriented behavior?; or (2) Is 
there really a single engagement factor that 
broadly defi nes engagement and that the types 
of engagement, as suggested by the modifi ers 
cognitive, behavioral, or emotional, are spe-
cifi c instances of that broad factor expressed in 
different contexts?; or (3) Is engagement really a 

multidimensional construct or, as the bifactor 
model suggests, some space between a single 
dimension and multidimensional?  

   Extended Bifactor Model 
 Evaluating the model for the SEI represented 
in Fig.  38.6  suggested good fi t of the data to this 
model also,   c   2 (451) = 5658.19, CFI = .93, TLI = .92, 
RMSEA = .044, and SRMR = .074. The probabil-
ity that the RMSEA was less than or equal to .05 
was >.99 suggesting that the RMSEA was prob-
ably below the level suggesting excellent model 
fi t. While the model fi t very well, there were 
some interesting results from the correlations 
between the factors (see Table  38.3 ). Four of the 
12 correlations were not signifi cantly different 
from zero. It is important to note that the correla-
tions here will be different, in most cases, from 
the correlations presented earlier in Table  38.1 . 
The reason for this is that the correlations between 
the group factors in this model are computed after 
the variation related to the general factor has been 
extracted.  

  Fig. 38.6    Extended bifactor model for analyzing the SEI. 
The affective and cognitive factors act as general factors 
from the bifactor model. The group factors for affective 
are family, teacher, and peer, and the group factors 

for cognitive are control and aspire. In this model, 
there are correlations between the general and group fac-
tors of affective with the general and group factors of 
cognitive       
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 The general factors for affective and cognitive 
engagement were found to have a signifi cant cor-
relation ( r  = .41). Thus, whatever the general 
source of variation underlying the cognitive 
 factor and the variation underlying the affective 
factor only have moderate levels of correlation. 
This might suggest that the affective and cogni-
tive types have some moderate level of relation-
ship but also have some distinct differences. 

 Looking at the group variables, the largest 
correlation was found between the general 
Affective factor and the Control and Relevance 
of School Work group factor of cognitive domain 
( r  = .53). This might suggest that there is some 
correspondence between emotional sense of well-
being and positive relationship to school when 
the student feels in control of their work and sees 
the relevance for the work in which they are 
engaged. There was also a moderately high cor-
relation ( r  = .41) between the general Cognitive 
factor and the Family Support group factor of the 
affective domain. This might suggest that some 
sense of support from one’s family helps to elicit 
a sense of focus and willingness to exert cogni-
tive effort to tackle diffi cult or new skills. 

 The Peer Support group factor was only 
slightly related to Future Aspirations ( r  = .17). 
This suggests that after partitioning out the gen-
eral Affective factor from the Peer variable and 
the Cognitive factor from Future Aspirations, 
there was some level of residual correlation 
between these two group variables. This might 
suggest that as students feel more support from 
their peers in school, the more they aspire to 
maintain a commitment to furthering their educa-
tion. Thus, a sense of well-being with peers might 
engender an aspirational outlook for future learn-
ing and educational achievement. 

 The results from this extension of the bifactor 
model provides for various theoretical positions 
to be evaluated. Only a few have been outlined 
here briefl y. Not only would the signifi cant cor-
relations be interesting to follow up but also so 
would the nonsignifi cant relationships as these 
might suggest truly orthogonal variables. More-
over, nonsignifi cant relationships can be used to 
help elucidate theory. For instance, the lack of 
relationship between Teacher-Student Relation-
ships and Control and Relevance of School Work 
has potentially interesting implications. However, 
any relationships found in the present research 
would need further evaluation and more rigorous 
replication in order to move beyond conjecture 
and would need to be contextualized within a 
useful theoretical framework.    

   Conclusion 

 This chapter highlighted some of the basic issues 
related to measuring student engagement. While 
the study of student engagement is just begin-
ning, this line of research can profi t from decades 
of inquiry in areas of psychology that have direct 
bearing on three main types of engagement: emo-
tional, cognitive, and behavioral. The chapter has 
also hinted at some potentially interesting ave-
nues of future research. The study of engagement 
could bear great fruit as it is not only an impor-
tant variable in educational and psychological 
research but it also has potentially interesting 
intersections with other areas of well-established 
research lines. 

 At present, the measurement of engagement is 
still inchoate and thus provides unparalleled 
opportunity to explore the structure of the multi-
farious nature of engagement. Appropriate mea-
surement is vital to support the ongoing 
investigation of engagement, as poor measure-
ment leads to poor and potentially diffi cult to 
interpret results. Some possible research-related 
scenarios within the context of developing useful 
and meaningful measures were presented. It is 
quite likely that the development of appropriate 
measures of the different types and subtypes of 
engagement can also foster a more coherent theory 

   Table 38.3    Correlations between factors in the bifactor 
model   

 Affective  Teacher  Peer  Family 

 Cognitive  .41  .12  --  .41 
 Control  .53  .10  --  -- 
 Aspire  .08  --  .17  .12 

   Note : Correlations signifi cant at the  p  < .05 level are 
given, and “--” indicates nonsignifi cant correlations. No 
adjustments were made for multiple comparisons  
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of engagement as the abstract must contend with 
reality, but such is the nature of science. 

 Two general models for constructing and eval-
uating measures of engagement were highlighted. 
The congeneric measurement model was dis-
played within the context of confi rmatory factor 
analysis (CFA). This model provided an exten-
sion of the classical theory of test and is robust to 
violations of the stringent assumptions of the 
classical test theory. Using CFA has a direct ben-
efi t of numerous and historically documented 
approaches to evaluating model fi t which can be 
benefi cial for evaluating expected results. Modern 
item response theory (IRT) was used to exem-
plify a methodology for calibrating items on a 
rating scale to provide a linear measure. This 
chapter used only one of a number of potentially 
useful models for rating scale data called the rat-
ing scale model. 

 These statistical methods for evaluating 
engagement instruments can be used produc-
tively together. While the above analysis was 
done to show the basics of each approach, com-
bining the CFA and IRT approaches can be com-
plementary. For instance, the CFA model can 
help to provide information about the overall 
measurement model expected from the instru-
ment, and the IRT model can help to identify 
items that appear to degrade measurement. Thus, 
the ongoing development of a measuring instru-
ment can use both approaches in a reciprocal and 
recursive manner to evaluate the items and the 
scales being constructed. 

 This chapter also described a potentially use-
ful CFA model called the bifactor model. Not 
only can this model provide an interesting 
approach to instrument development, it can also 
provide a unique method for evaluating complex 
relationships. Two different types of models were 
highlighted here: the basic bifactor model for all 
fi ve subtypes of engagement on the SEI and an 
extension of the model thought to describe the 
relationships between two general types and their 
related subtypes of engagement. This type of 
modeling can also be useful in disentangling the 
relationship between cognitive engagement and 
motivation and would constitute an interesting 
line of research. 

 Overall, the study of student engagement is an 
important venture in educational and psychologi-
cal research. Many open questions still exist, and 
basic defi nitions and relationships between 
important variables remain open for investiga-
tion. However, measurement of the variables of 
interest is a necessity before any quantitative 
research program can move forward, and appro-
priate measurement is needed to ensure that the 
research is based on a fi rm foundation. Hopefully 
this chapter will provide insights or inspirations 
to engender the development of new and impor-
tant measures of student engagement to move the 
fi eld forward and beyond.       

   Appendix    

   Glossary of Terms   

  Bifactor model    a model devised in early re-
search into individual differences in intelligence. 
The model posits that there is a general factor that 
underlies responses and that there are also uncor-
related group factors that account for substantial 
residual variation between the responses.   
  Bijective    is a functional relationship that places 
all elements of one set into a one-to-one corre-
spondence with all of the elements of another set.   
  Confi rmatory factor analysis    a robust and 
well-researched method of analyzing the rela-
tionship between observed variables and latent 
variables where restrictions are placed on the 
model to test or provide confi rmatory evidence 
of latent structure.   
  Congeneric measurement    an extension of the 
classical theory of tests that allowed for relaxation 
of restrictions inherent in classical test theory and 
elucidated the relationship between confi rmatory 
factor analysis and test analysis.   
  Cross-loadings    when items have signifi cant 
positive factor loadings across two or more latent 
factors.   
  Factor loadings    the relationship between an 
 observed variable and the hypothetical latent 
variable.   
  Fit indexes    statistical tests that evaluate the 
extent to which observed data conform to an in-
tended model structure. Infi t and Outfi t are two 
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examples of fi t indices used to examine the Rasch 
models.   
  Item response theory    a modern method of test 
scoring that utilizes an underlying probability 
model to place examinee ability and item diffi -
culty on the same scale.   
  Latent variable    a variable that is not directly 
observable. A variable hypothesized to underlie 
responses to sets of items or variables, often des-
ignated as a hypothetical construct.   
  Rating scale    a method of obtaining and scoring 
responses to items that have response categories 
that represent increases in the magnitude of the 
variable those items defi ne.   
  Score reliability    stability or consistency of 
scores on a test.   
  Score validity    the ongoing process of gathering 
evidence to support the inferences from scores 
and all intended interpretations.        
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  Abstract 

 Karen Samuelsen, a respected researcher and methodologist, provided 
 commentary on the chapters in Part V of this volume. She described the dif-
fi culty of measuring latent constructs like student engagement. She argued 
for greater complexity in study designs and hypotheses to account for the 
complex nature of proposed relationships between engagement, contexts, 
and outcomes. She provided examples of how various statistical methods 
(Structural Equation Modeling, Differential Item Functioning) may be used 
to address some of the current measurement issues in engagement and out-
lined several areas of future research to advance the study of engagement.    

 Physical    scientists would undoubtedly be frus-
trated if faced with inexact measurement instru-
ments or inaccessible subjects. As an example, 
let us consider NASA scientists attempting to 
measure a crater on a distant planet. They would 
rail about the inaccuracy of the measurement of 
the depth of that crater, but they would have little 
doubt that it was depth they were attempting to 
measure. The only thing in question would be the 
level of accuracy they would be able to achieve. 

 The measurement of a psychological construct 
is a much trickier business, one that is so laden 
with error it is a wonder we ever attempt it at all. 
The fi rst step in this process should be simple; 
it is to fully defi ne what we are attempting to 
 measure. Once that is done, we can write items 

explicating the said construct, pilot test the instru-
ment, run statistical tests to investigate the infer-
ences that can be drawn from it, and so on. Of 
course, those items will not cover every aspect of 
that psychological variable, no matter how care-
fully they are written. So what we are left with is 
a measurement of something related to our origi-
nal construct but not exactly identical. The cor-
relation between what we set out to measure and 
what we end up measuring is limited by the qual-
ity of our defi nition of that construct, with ill-
defi ned constructs being measured more poorly 
than those that are well defi ned. 

 It is not really simple at all to defi ne a con-
struct in full since that defi nition often includes 
multiple dimensions that may be related to each 
other or to other constructs. Unfortunately, this is 
a step that is often glossed over by researchers 
who think that the defi nition of their construct 
must be evident to all. Given that construct defi -
nition is so important, I was particularly gratifi ed 
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to see the extent to which all of the authors in this 
section explained their conception of engagement 
and clarifi ed how this construct differs from 
motivation. Still, further discussion of construct 
defi nition seems relevant, so part of this chapter 
will be devoted to possible explorations that 
might help provide more nuance to our defi ni-
tions of engagement. 

 Once we have adequately defi ned our con-
struct, we give the items developed to a sample 
from the population of interest. At that point, 
more error creeps into our measurement. The 
people in our sample may respond inaccurately 
due to construct-irrelevant factors such as 
 diffi culty reading or a different understanding of 
certain ideas. This commentary will address the 
issue of construct-irrelevant item-specifi c factors, 
particularly as those pertain to differential item 
function. More systematic issues such as social 
desirability, acquiescence, and central tendency 
may also impact our measurement precision. 
Social desirability (the propensity to respond in a 
manner that would be deemed appropriate by 
most people) and acquiescence (the propensity to 
answer positively to all questions) will not be 
 discussed in this commentary. However, central 
tendency will be addressed as it pertains to the 
investigation of differential item function. 

   Further Defi nition of the Construct 

 It occurs to me that the defi nition of engagement 
embodied in the Student Engagement Instrument 
(SEI: Appleton, Christenson, Kim, & Reschly, 
 2006  )  and other similar instruments may be more 
complex than is currently being modeled. 
Specifi cally, it seems that there could be compen-
satory relationships that are useful to consider. 
I will address two of these. First, consider the 
potential for a compensatory relationship between 
affective and cognitive engagement, particularly 
as these relate to the behavioral manifestations of 
engagement (e.g., days present at school, lack of 
negative incidents reported). Students with high 
levels of cognitive engagement and a low sense 
of affective engagement would still evidence high 
levels on those behavioral outcomes due to their 

need to get high grades or their need for cognitive 
stimulation. Similarly, students who are not cog-
nitively engaged but have high levels of affective 
engagement might also evidence the same high 
“scores” on those behavioral outcomes because 
they want to please their parents or teachers. 

 This same rationale could hold true for the dif-
ferent sources of affective engagement: teacher-
student relationships, peer support at school, and 
family support for learning. Students with high 
levels of peer and family support might be able to 
make up for poor teacher-student relationships. 
Likewise, the three measures of cognitive engage-
ment encompassing control and relevance of 
school work, future aspirations and goals, and 
intrinsic motivation could interact in a compen-
satory fashion. 

 Whatever the nature of the compensatory 
structure, if such relationships exist, then reports 
such as the one provided by Appleton  (  2012  )  
must be considerably more complex. It might not 
be appropriate to say that a student is at high risk 
because they evidence low levels of peer support 
at school. If the other forms of affective engage-
ment were high enough to compensate for low 
levels of peer support, then that student might not 
be at high risk after all. On the other hand, there 
may be a threshold for peer support below which 
the other forms of affective engagement cannot 
compensate, in which case very low peer support 
is an important indicator. The point here is not to 
suggest precisely what the compensatory rela-
tionship is but rather to note that the possibility of 
such relationships means that the model for build-
ing and refi ning a dynamic, engagement-based 
assessment-to-intervention report might need to 
be more nuanced to isolate students who are truly 
at high risk. As Appleton  (  2012  )  noted, it is cru-
cial to ensure that students designated for an 
intervention actually are in need of that interven-
tion so that resources are not incorrectly and inef-
fi ciently allocated. 

 These sorts of structures can be modeled using 
compensatory IRT (item response theory) models, 
wherein the contributions of the different dimen-
sions are additive. These models are sometimes 
applied to achievement tests where there are mul-
tiple ways to solve problems. For example, in 
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mathematics there could be questions that can 
either be solved using addition or multiplication. In 
that case, students who do not know how to multiply 
can still respond correctly by adding. Students who 
respond incorrectly would be those who are low in 
terms of both addition and multiplication profi -
ciency. It is important to note that the inferences 
made about students may be incorrect if a unidi-
mensional model is applied in a situation that is 
actually multidimensional (Ackerman,  1992  ) . 

 Compensatory structures, should they exist, 
could also be modeled within a structural equation 
modeling (SEM) framework; however, certain 
assumptions would need to be made. One such 
assumption could be that students who were high 
on affective engagement but low on cognitive 
engagement evidenced the same overall level of 
engagement as those who were high on the cogni-
tive but low on affective. If this were the case, an 
interaction model could be employed with the levels 
of affective and cognitive engagement having both 
direct and interactive effects on engagement out-
comes (Bandalos   , 2011, personal communication). 
In this situation, the interactive effects would, in 
essence, be compensatory. If this assumption can-
not be made, then it would be necessary to 
 categorize both the levels of affective and cogni-
tive engagement. From those categories, groups 
representing the different combinations (e.g., low 
cognitive/medium affective or high cognitive/low 
affective) can be formed, and hypotheses can 
be tested regarding each combination. Though 
making these assumptions seems less than opti-
mal, the ability to use SEM and model causality is 
a compelling reason to want to try this method. 

 One fi nal consideration in terms of fully expli-
cating the construct of engagement is in consid-
ering the stability of the different dimensions 
over time. Questions such as the following should 
be investigated. Precisely how much variation in 
the different dimensions is “normal”? Is there 
more variability in some than in the others? Is 
this variation consistent across groups (gender, 
ethnic, socioeconomic status, etc.)? An under-
standing of this variation is vital if one is to create 
and use change reports similar to the one pre-
sented by Appleton in this volume. 

 The results from any psychological instrument 
are really just blurry snapshots of what is occur-
ring at any given time. When constructs are sta-
ble, we expect to see similar snapshots at different 
time points. The problem in this case is that it 
seems unrealistic to expect the constructs to be 
stable. For example, it would be natural for 
teacher-student relationships to vary greatly, even 
within the same school year. Students may 
become disenchanted with a teacher if their 
grades are not good, or they may become more 
attached over time. In either case, the relation-
ship is changing, meaning student responses on 
the SEI would change. To create change reports 
that are meaningful, it is necessary to quantify 
the difference between normal and problematic 
change and not just to classify problems based on 
a norm-referenced interpretation of change. 
Appleton noted that, “The current student-focused 
reports of academic year changes in engagement 
did not account for measurement error and fur-
ther development is needed to include that con-
sideration.” I would concur and add that 
measurement error may be more complex and 
come from more sources than one might think.  

   Differential Item Function 

 Two of the chapters in this section touch on cul-
tural diversity and the issue of whether the infer-
ences one can draw about all respondents will 
be correct. Fredericks    and McColskey  (  2012 , 
pg. 779) stated, “If measures of engagement behave 
differently by race, SES, gender, and grade, and 
these differences are not taken into account, com-
parisons in the level of engagement or effects 
across groups are invalid” (Glanville & 
Wildhagen,  2007  ) . Betts  (  2012  )  also discusses 
the idea of validity and introduces the concepts of 
measurement invariance and differential item 
function as one source of validity evidence. 
Though both chapters introduce this topic, nei-
ther gives it the attention I believe it merits. 

 A study of the equivalence of the Rosenberg 
Self-Esteem Scale (RSES) across cultures, which 
compared responses of almost 17,000 respondents 
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across 53 countries (Schmitt & Allik,  2005  ) , 
 provides a case in point. Though the authors found 
the factor structure of the RSES to be replicated 
across most countries, they cautioned that differ-
ences between cultures can make using that scale 
problematic under certain conditions. Specifi cally, 
they noted that there is a tendency for individuals 
from some cultures to report lower levels of self-
esteem on the negatively worded items on the 
scale, meaning their overall levels of self-esteem 
will be underreported. The authors also uncov-
ered a neutral response bias in which people from 
collectivist cultures tended to avoid the extremes 
of the rating scale as compared to those from 
more individualistic cultures. Perhaps the most 
important fi nding was that the two dimensions of 
self-esteem, typically self-competence and self-
esteem, seemed to vary across cultures, once 
again in a manner that was related to the indi-
vidual/collectivist nature of the culture. As an 
example, Portes  (  2011  )  reported that when the 
RSES is administered to Japanese females, a two-
factor solution emerges wherein the one factor is 
again self-respect, but the other factor is negative 
in nature. That second factor is characterized by 
feelings like uselessness, incompetence, praise 
rejection, and diffi dence. In this structure, those 
who are dissatisfi ed with their own accomplish-
ments and achievements may be the ones with the 
highest aspirations. 

 An open question is whether these sorts of fi nd-
ings regarding the RSES would be replicated in 
cross-cultural studies of either the SEI or, in a similar 
fashion, the  Me and My School  survey. Two recent 
studies may help to answer that. Moreira, Vaz, 
Dias, and Petracchi  (  2009  )  examined the psycho-
metric properties of the SEI for a population dif-
ferent from that of the original validation study 
(Appleton et al.,  2006  ) ; specifi cally, their study 
looked at 760 Portuguese high school students. 
Though the 6-factor structure of the original instru-
ment was confi rmed, the authors noted that some 
of the items loaded on different subscales. This 
raises questions about the comparability of the 
defi nitions of those dimensions across the original 
population of interest and this new group. 

 Another study (Betts, Appleton, Reschly, 
Christenson, & Huebner,  2010  )  investigated the 
factorial invariance of the SEI and confi rmed the 

factor structure (3 affective and 2 cognitive), latent 
factor relationships, and score reliability across 
grades 6–12 and genders. However, these authors 
found issues when examining the item-level 
results in terms of a cross loading and more com-
plicated error structure. Betts et. al  (  2010  )  stated 
(pg. 91), “These results portend the need for fur-
ther replication research to examine the extent to 
which these deviations from expectations exist in 
different samples or whether it was just a byproduct 
of the present sample.” I believe they are correct 
but would add that their fi ndings could be caused 
by cultural differences in their samples. 

 Backing this empirical research on noninvari-
ance is the literature on culture and engagement 
(for an overview, see Bingham and Okagaki, 
 2012  ) . Cultural discontinuity theory posits that 
children raised in a distinct, minority culture 
often fi nd themselves in schools where the values 
of the majority culture are endorsed at the 
expense of their own. According to the cultural 
discontinuity theory, this dissonance may make 
the child feel the need to choose one culture over 
the other, thereby making it impossible to be 
 successful in both cultures. Cultural ecological 
theory asserts that the type of cultural minority is 
key, with involuntary minorities being the ones at 
risk when immersed within a dominant culture. 
Though these theories provide rationales for why 
the differences between the minority (sometimes 
ethnic) and mainstream cultures may infl uence 
student engagement, it seems less clear precisely 
how these cultural mismatches impact engage-
ment. Does choosing to act like those in the 
 dominant culture impact one’s attitude regarding 
the relevance of school work and one’s future 
aspirations and goals? Or are future aspirations 
the driver when it comes to student engagement 
regardless of cultural background? Do those 
from the cultural minority view teacher-student 
and peer relationships through the same lens as 
those from the cultural majority? Or do they see 
a relationship with a teacher or peer as a choice 
of another culture over one’s own? The research 
on the impact of culture on engagement is 
 inconclusive in terms of answering the sorts of 
questions I just posed, but there seems to be 
 evidence that culture is related to engagement in 
some way. 
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 Given that, it seems clear that studies must be 
undertaken to investigate this issue. One such 
type of study involves investigating differential 
item functioning (DIF). In educational settings, 
we say that DIF occurs “when examinees from 
different groups have different probabilities or 
likelihoods of success on an item, after they have 
been matched on the ability of interest” (Clauser 
& Mazor,  1998 , pg. 31). Put more simply within 
the context of an example, if DIF is not present 
and we look at only the most able students, we 
fi nd that males and females are equally likely 
to get an item right. This would hold true across 
the ability continuum. If DIF is present, at 
some abilities we might fi nd that females have a 
higher probability of correctly answering an 
item than males; meaning the item is more diffi -
cult for males. 

 This concept is readily transferrable to instru-
ments measuring psychological constructs, but 
our notion of what constitutes DIF must be 
expanded. In his chapter, Betts provided an expla-
nation of the Rating Scale Model (RSM: Andrich, 
 1978  ) . That will serve as a useful springboard for 
my discussion of DIF, starting with the RSM and 
extending to the more general Partial Credit 
Model (PCM: Masters,  1982  ) . 

 As Betts  (  2012  )  noted, the RSM includes two 
item parameters: one describing the scale or loca-
tion value for each item and the other capturing 
the threshold values. Examples from the SEI may 
help to explain the differences between these 
item parameters for those not accustomed to 
these types of models. Based on the output pro-
vided by Betts  (  2012  ) , the following items are 
starkly different in terms of their scale values:

   What I’m learning in my classes will be impor-• 
tant in my future.  
  After fi nishing my schoolwork, I check it over • 
to see if it’s correct.    
 Not surprisingly, students are much less likely 

to agree with the latter item than the former. If we 
placed these items on a horizontal scale, the latter 
would be to the right since it is “more diffi cult” to 
agree with that item, or conversely, it is easier to 
disagree with it. If DIF were to exist with regard 
to this scaling parameter, we might see that 
minority students are less likely to see what they 
are learning to be important than their majority 

counterparts,  even after they are matched in terms 
of their levels of cognitive engagement . 

 In terms of the threshold values describing the 
items, it is useful to refer to Fig.   38.3     provided by 
Betts  (  2012 , pg. 797). The thresholds are the loca-
tions where the probabilities of choosing a spe-
cifi c category are equal. Graphically, we see that 
there are curves for each of the response options: 
strongly disagree, disagree, agree, and strongly 
disagree. The fi rst threshold is where the strongly 
disagree curve crosses the disagree curve; this 
occurs at approximately −1.7 on the Rasch metric. 
Another threshold occurs where the disagree 
curve crosses the agree curve (at approximately 
−0.6), and the fi nal threshold is where the agree 
curve crosses the strongly agree curve (at approxi-
mately 2.3 on that same metric). This fi gure repre-
sents a single item, but the RSM assumes the same 
pattern of the fi rst two crossing locations being 
relatively close together, and the fi nal one quite 
distant, would be found for all items, just shifted 
up or down the x-axis for the different items. 

 This pattern indicates that people with 
extremely low levels of affective engagement 
will tend to strongly disagree with the items. 
A relatively small percentage of people are likely 
to disagree; those are the respondents whose level 
of affective engagement would measure between 
−1.7 and −0.6 on a standardized metric. We can 
contrast this with the relatively large percentage 
of respondents, between −0.6 and 2.3 on this 
metric, who are most likely to agree with the 
items. The respondents above that level would 
most likely strongly agree with the affective 
engagement items. An alternative way to express 
this would be to say that relatively small changes 
in one’s level of affective engagement would 
result in a change from strongly disagreeing to 
agreeing, while a larger change is necessary for 
one to go from disagreeing to strongly agreeing. 

 Schmitt and Allik  (  2005  ) , in their study of the 
RSES, found that people from collectivist cul-
tures may exhibit a neutral response bias, mean-
ing they have a tendency to not use extremes on 
that psychological scale. If the same were to hold 
true with regard to student engagement, we 
might see DIF with regard to these thresholds, 
meaning the locations of those thresholds would 
be different for those from collectivist versus 
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individualist cultures. Specifi cally, we would 
expect to see the fi rst and last thresholds pushed 
further to the extremes, meaning one from a col-
lectivist culture would need to have an extremely 
low level of affective engagement (as an exam-
ple) before he/she would be willing to strongly 
disagree or an extremely high level of engage-
ment to be willing to strongly agree. Under this 
scenario, it would be very diffi cult to make 
appropriate inferences about respondents, espe-
cially those with average levels of affective 
engagement. One would have to wonder whether 
those average levels were due to the truth about 
the respondents or were aberrant fi ndings due to 
the neutral response bias. 

 The PCM frees the constraint on the RSM that 
the pattern of thresholds is the same across items. 
Instead, these patterns are estimated freely for 
each item. Using the PCM, we can again have 
DIF at the item level, but even more specifi cally 
at the level of the threshold. As an example, let us 
consider the item from the SEI that states “I feel 
safe at school.” It seems possible for minority 
and nonminority students who are matched in 
terms of their affective engagement to respond to 
this item differently. Only nonminority students 
who were extremely disengaged might strongly 
 disagree with this statement, meaning the thresh-
old between disagree and strongly disagree 
would be extremely low. Minority students, on 
the other hand, might think about safety quite 
differently, and highly engaged students might 
still feel unsafe, meaning that the threshold under 
consideration would be higher. 

 The presence of DIF, whether at the item or 
threshold level, means that scores from different 
groups are not comparable. Therefore, the infer-
ences made regarding respondents are compro-
mised. In educational assessment, differential item 
functioning indicates that multidimensionality 
exists due to the presence of some nuisance 
dimensions (Ackerman,  1992  ) . For psychological 
measurement, where multidimensionality is often 
the norm, the presence of DIF could again signal 
the presence of a nuisance dimension or dimen-
sions. However, it could also mean that there are 
differences in the manner in which respondents 
utilize the rating scale itself, or that the underlying 

factor structure differs between the groups under 
consideration. 

 In the mid-1990s, researchers began applying 
DIF procedures that had traditionally been used 
with dichotomous items to the examination of 
polytomous, generally ordinal, items (see Zwick 
& Thayer,  1996  as an example of research from 
that time). The problem with these traditional 
methods was that they yielded a single measure 
of DIF for each item, thereby providing no infor-
mation regarding what about the item or items 
was problematic. The body of research on methods 
for examining DIF for polytomous items has 
grown signifi cantly over the last several years. 
One of the two predominant frameworks that 
have emerged would be differential step function 
(see Penfi eld, Gattamorta, & Childs,  2009  for an 
overview) which provides the more nuanced 
information discussed in the prior paragraphs. 
Polytomous DIF can also be studied within an 
SEM framework using the Multiple Indicators/
Multiple Causes (MIMIC) models (see Finch, 
2005 for a comparison with non-SEM methods). 
This too provides a mechanism for examining 
DIF from a variety of perspectives.  

   Final Thoughts 

 This chapter has focused on potential new direc-
tions for the study of student engagement and in 
doing so discussed some rather complicated 
models. As the substantive and measurement 
models for engagement get more complex, it is 
useful to remember the assumptions that underlie 
these models and to test those assumptions or at 
least question them. Evidence regarding linearity, 
normality, and factor analyzability can be gath-
ered quite easily with scatter plots, descriptive 
statistics, and simple statistical tests. This evi-
dence should be provided so the reader knows the 
degree to which solutions might be degraded. On 
that same topic of providing the reader with 
information, standard errors should also be calcu-
lated and reported whenever possible. 

 Assumptions go beyond these well-known 
statistical ones, however. For example, consider 
something as simple as the fact that a 4-point 
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Likert-like scale is used in the SEI with strongly 
disagree, disagree, agree, and strongly agree 
being the response options. This choice is also an 
assumption of a sort and as such should be tested. 
The question should be: Is 4 scale points the 
appropriate number? The even number pushes 
respondents to choose to either agree or disagree 
without giving them the option of neither agree-
ing nor disagreeing. When a middle or neutral 
option is provided, it does become a catchall for 
respondents who are truly neutral, those who are 
unsure, and those who are confused; so I under-
stand trying to avoid the neutral option. But what 
about 6 scale points? Since data from SEI have 
been factor analyzed and 5 or more ordinal levels 
are generally recommended to minimize bias in 
the parameter estimates, 4 seems an odd choice. 
However, it is possible that if 6 scale points were 
used, respondents would not use two of the 
options, resulting in a 4-point scale anyway. 

 I come back to my initial point that the 
 measurement of latent variables is diffi cult. It 
requires patience and a commitment to continu-
ally gather evidence. I encourage researchers to 
continue to develop a richer model of the rela-
tionships between and within the affective and 
cognitive dimensions of student engagement and 
to more fully investigate the invariance of this 
model. At the same time, those researchers must 
be diligent about investigating all of the assump-
tions underlying that model and communicating 
information related to the reliability of their mea-
surements to the reader. Without this foundation 
to rest upon, that rich model has little value.      
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 The purpose of this handbook was to convene 
and engage international scholars on the topic of 
student engagement with the goal of enhancing 
future research and the potential for interventions 
to positively affect student outcomes. Authors of 
34 chapters and the 5 commentaries for each of 
the sections of this handbook have contributed to 
the dialogue about research on student engage-
ment, namely, how it is defi ned, the nature or 
degree of relationship with motivation to learn, 
role of contextual infl uences, and future research 
directions for the construct. As we contacted 
authors and read submissions, it became clear 
that there are a variety of perspectives and several 
points of agreement, as well as a number of areas 
that warrant clarifi cation through future scholarly 
efforts. In addition, the esteemed scholars in this 
volume have provided excellent suggestions for 
future research in student engagement. We have 
attempted to distil what we see as primary themes 
in this epilogue. 

   Big    Ideas in Engagement 

 Apparent in the scholarship represented by these 
authors is that more and more attention is being 
paid to the construct of student engagement by 
both developmental and educational psychology 
researchers and practitioners. Although common 
ground – some similarities – exists with respect to 
dimensions of student engagement, differences 
surfaced in how it is conceptualized and measured – 
often unique to the programmatic line of research. 

It was clear that student engagement is no longer 
just of interest in relation to high school dropout. 
Rather, student engagement is associated with 
academic achievement, lower-risk health and 
sexual behaviors, social emotional well-being, 
and long-term outcomes, such as work success. 
Thus, engagement is relevant for  all  students who 
cross our school doors. Scholars study engage-
ment from a variety of levels and structures – 
instructional methods, curricula, individuals and 
groups, family and peers, the person-environment 
fi t, and so on. The authors in this volume clearly 
endorsed the importance of context for either 
enhancing or hindering student engagement at 
school and with learning; however, it is increas-
ingly apparent that there is also an important role 
for individual student responsibility and invest-
ment, which may have been underemphasized or 
even absent from earlier work. 

 In Search of Defi nitional Clarity    

 In recent years, it is clear that there are several 
conceptualizations of student engagement, from 
those that are very narrow to those that are quite 
broad, subsuming other historically prominent 
constructs, such as motivation. A lack of defi ni-
tional clarity has hindered efforts to synthesize 
results of studies, understand effects of interven-
tions, and more accurately detail what is needed 
in future research. In this volume, we asked 
authors to defi ne student engagement. The vast 
majority endorsed a three-part typology offered 
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by Fredricks, Blumfeld, and Paris  (  2004  ) . Thus, 
most engagement scholars view student engage-
ment as multidimensional, comprised of observable 
behavior, internal cognition, and emotion. Many 
scholars also endorsed the notion that these 
types of engagement are interrelated. However, 
conceptualizations become more differentiated 
when these subtypes of engagement are opera-
tionalized into items and scales for measurement 
purposes. Or in other words, one author’s con-
ceptualization of the components of behavioral 
engagement is another’s operationalization of 
cognitive engagement. In the future, it will be 
necessary to clearly detail how engagement is 
operationalized in measurement so as to facilitate 
understanding across authors. 

 A major point of contention has arisen in the 
conceptual and theoretical overlap between the 
constructs of motivation and engagement. We 
asked authors to offer their perspectives on this 
engagement-motivation issue. As with defi ni-
tions, a few essentially endorsed engagement as a 
meta-construct, with cognitive engagement sub-
suming previous work on intrinsic motivation. 
However, most authors – motivation and engage-
ment researchers alike – postulated that motiva-
tion is an antecedent or precursor of engagement, 
echoing a view offered several years ago by 
Russell, Ainley, and Frydenberg  (  2005  )  that moti-
vation is intent and engagement is action. This 
view allows for the merging and coexistence of 
the rich, distinguished history of motivational 
research with the more nascent and intervention-
focused fi eld of engagement, thereby linking 
motivation to engagement and, in turn, to impor-
tant outcomes of interest to scholars, parents, and 
educational personnel. 

 An   d yet, as with the operationalization of defi -
nitions of engagement, the overlap between 
engagement and motivation remains murky in 
measurement and, by extension, in intervention 
research. Consensus across scholars regarding all 
theoretical models, measurement, and defi nitions 
may not be possible, or even desirable, as we fi rmly 
believe the perspectives of scholars from different 
disciplines add to the richness and quality of schol-
arly inquiry around the topic of student engage-

ment. What is, in our view, imperative is that, 
hereafter, all scholars provide detailed information 
about the models they espouse, their defi nitions of 
engagement, and their measurement tools.  

   Future Directions 

 Several common themes are apparent in the 
authors’ thoughts of where and how student 
engagement research could most fruitfully 
develop. Longitudinal studies were recommended 
by quite a few authors. Studies of engagement 
over time were recommended by those wanting 
to go beyond descriptive, correlational studies to 
establish causality (both for the role of student 
engagement in learning and in the factors that 
predict or determine student engagement). Others 
were interested in seeing how different aspects of 
student engagement develop over time, how they 
infl uence each other, and how they may react to 
changing school contexts, particularly through 
developmental transitions, for example, from 
elementary to middle school, middle school to 
secondary school. Authors suggested that a wor-
thy focus of investigation would address the 
question, “how and which students change (i.e., 
become more or less engaged)?” 

 Another question around student engagement 
lies in gaining further evidence over time about 
the interaction of different infl uential factors 
(e.g., out-of-school and school experiences, fam-
ily and teacher expectations and support). Student 
engagement data were recommended as an 
important accompaniment to the collection of 
student achievement data, particularly to under-
stand differential levels of student performance; 
the impact of policy, including high-stakes assess-
ment; and the impact of school-level interven-
tions designed to improve student performance. 

 Another set of themes for the next stage of 
development of research on student engagement as 
noted by most authors addresses the desirability of 
more clarity and consistency in its conceptualiza-
tion as well as the relation among subtypes of 
engagement. Authors desired a better sense of  how 
student engagement works and when it works  to 
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have an impact on student learning and develop-
mental outcomes. There was recognition that defi -
nitional clarity is needed to advance research on 
student engagement and to build a research-oriented 
community. There was, however, no recommenda-
tion that a specifi c defi nition of student engagement 
be shared among the research community. 

 Consensus about the universality of the 
engagement construct for all students offers hope 
to see how engagement affects student groups 
(e.g., ethnicity, culture, general or special educa-
tion) similarly or differently. At the same time, 
authors recognize that the need to know more 
about student engagement for specifi c student 
groups and cultures is a void in the research. 
Hence, there is an awareness that the fi eld needs 
to check the universality of measures of student 
engagement, and that it is important to undertake 
studies with a range of students from different 
backgrounds, at different achievement levels, as 
well as cross-culturally. There is also an interest 
in mixed methods studies and an awareness of the 
value of both qualitative and quantitative research 
and of the importance of being able to link a 
close-grained focus (e.g., of self-regulation and 
goals during the completion of a particular task) 
with the layers of context. For example, contex-
tual infl uences that have a bearing on student 
capability for self-regulation and goal-setting, 
include class learning opportunities; assess-
ments; relations with teacher, peers, and parents; 
and out-of-school interests and experiences. 

 Finally, there is a strong interest and support for 
having the results of current research put to practi-
cal, evaluated use. Many authors noted that more 
student engagement interventions must be devel-
oped, evaluated, and refi ned, striving to establish 
the effi cacy of these interventions. Some authors 
referred to the void of interventions as “the prac-
tice gap.” Both the implementation of interven-
tions already in practice with success (as described 
in some of the chapters) as well as research-derived 
implications for teaching and parental practices 
would advance the impact of student engagement 
research. Additionally, authors called for new 
approaches that tackle the intersections between 
individual students, school and class programs and 
approaches, and school-family interactions in 

particular. There should be an eye toward exam-
ining the effect of student engagement on the 
student-teacher interaction (or parent-adolescent 
or family-school) as well as the impact of these 
interactions on student performance data; bidirec-
tional effects are an area for future research.  

   Our Position: A Call for Action 

 Working with the authors of the chapters and the 
commentaries has been a wonderful professional 
and learning experience. Each of the coeditors 
believes that her    understanding and knowledge 
of student engagement has been embellished 
as a result of coediting this handbook. For these 
reasons, we extend our appreciation to the 
authors. 

 We have refl ected on the contents of the chap-
ters, in particular, the responses of the authors to 
the questions that framed the purpose of the 
handbook. It is our hope that this will be a call for 
action to advance the quantity and quality of 
research on student engagement to improve 
learning outcomes. We offer the following rec-
ommendations to advance the quality and util-
ity of research on the construct of student 
engagement:

    1.    Researchers must provide their defi nition and 
conceptualization of student engagement in 
each investigation conducted. Given the level 
of consensus across researchers about the mul-
tidimensional nature of student engagement, 
the engagement subtype should be specifi ed; 
basically, the adjective (e.g., cognitive, behav-
ioral, affective, academic) and operationaliza-
tion of this adjective are important to clarify in 
research. Hence, reporting of scientifi c fi nd-
ings should avoid the vague use of engagement 
(e.g., ‘increases in engagement’), substituting 
rather the subtype of engagement.  

    2.    Researchers must not only defi ne student 
engagement but use measures that align with 
their specifi c defi nition of engagement.  

    3.    Student engagement is best understood when 
contextualized; therefore, researchers must 
specify information about the learning, 
school, or family context under study.  
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    4.    Of the various subtypes noted by authors, it 
is clear that more information on the effect of 
cognitive engagement on academic learning 
and how affective engagement develops are 
needed areas of study. Cognitive and affec-
tive engagement require understanding the 
student perspective and voice.  

    5.    Adopting an engagement orientation, due to 
the multidimensional nature, integrates stu-
dents’ thoughts (cognitions), feelings, and 
behaviors toward achieving positive learning 
outcomes and/or improving one’s academic 
competencies. It is not suffi cient to focus 
only on completion of learning activities 
(e.g., behavior) to foster a student’s identity 
as a learner. Student feelings, interests, and 
attitudes as well as self-perceived compe-
tence on the task or use of strategy for doing 
one’s best are part of this identity.  

    6.    Many aspects of student engagement, irre-
spective of subtype, need to be better under-
stood. For example, is student engagement 
separate from disengagement? Is it linear? Is 
more really better? Is there a tipping point 
with disengagement where it is very hard to 
recover? Is there a fairly wide band of useful 
engagement levels?  

    7.    Interventions to enhance engagement sub-
types must be developed and evaluated. 
Student engagement is not immutable – it 
can change – but for whom and under what 
conditions is still unclear. Establishing a 
person-environment fi t whether for indi-
vidual students or student groups (e.g., Maori, 
Native American) is inherent to fostering 
varied engagement outcomes. The interaction 
of both student and environment are critical 
targets for change to achieve increased student 
engagement.  

    8.    Whether student engagement is conceptual-
ized as an input, mediator, or desired out-
come needs to be specifi ed in the research 
design. Engagement may be any of these. 
There is no need to delineate engagement 
only as a process or outcome.  

    9.    Engagement seems to be embedded in 
thinking about what one wants to achieve, 
whether in the classroom or as the link 

between present performance and later 
goals. The role of goals – whether student or 
teacher goals – is evident, plays a seminal 
part in much student engagement research, 
and warrants increased attention in theoretical 
models and interventions.  

    10.    As we move forward, focus must be on the 
complex systems – learners, classrooms, schools, 
and communities that characterize develop-
ment and human interaction. We identify disen-
gaged learners, but we also need to identify 
disengaged learning environments. What makes 
learning engaging for students? What is an 
engaging context? How do engaging contexts 
differ across age and student differences?  

    11.    Because context matters, it is important to 
examine for whom schools exist. Martin 
Maehr and Carol Midgley  (  1996  )  suggested 
that too often they are designed for creating 
positive conditions for teachers and the 
staff versus positive conditions for the stu-
dent. School policies and practices will 
have to change if schools are to increase 
their holding power – and research must 
document the impact of such contextual 
infl uences.  

    12.    The effect of discontinuity across environ-
ments for students (e.g., classroom, home) 
should be documented with an eye toward 
understanding how students resolve incon-
gruent messages about the role of schooling 
and learning.  

    13.    Although no recommendation that a specifi c 
defi nition of student engagement be shared 
among the research community surfaced 
from authors, we contend that to defi ne stu-
dent engagement solely as multidimensional 
with specifi ed indicators for each subtype 
dances around, unfortunately, a defi nition. 
Additionally, enhancing clarity to what stu-
dent engagement refers was embedded in the 
purpose of the handbook and reinforced by 
the commentary from Eccles and Wang 
( 2012 ). Therefore, we offer this defi nition:

  Student engagement refers to the student’s active 
participation in academic and co-curricular or 
school-related activities, and commitment to 
educational goals and learning. Engaged students 
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fi nd learning meaningful, and are invested in 
their learning and future. It is a multidimensional 
construct that consists of behavioral (including 
academic), cognitive, and affective subtypes. 
Student engagement drives learning; requires 
energy and effort; is affected by multiple con-
textual infl uences; and can be achieved for all 
learners.       

 As coeditors, from different countries and 
professional backgrounds, we share a common 
interest in engagement as being the most prom-
ising means for understanding students’ school 
experiences and outcomes and, most importantly, 
that by understanding engagement, we can 
improve educational and life outcomes for 
youth. It is our hope that this handbook advances 
the fi eld so that we may someday accomplish 
this goal. 

 Respectfully submitted, 
 Sandra L. Christenson 
 Amy L. Reschly 
 Cathy Wylie     
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 interconnections and exploration , 284  
 motivation, educators , 283–284  
 SE , 630  
 talent development sites , 530  
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  Cognitive dissonance theory , 199   
  Cognitive engagement , 10–11, 15, 47, 52, 54, 56, 

102–103, 179–180, 182, 184, 238–240, 408, 
564, 602, 747, 764, 772, 793  

 and achievement , 111  
 attention and fl ow , 264  

 measures , 112  
 mood-congruent memory recall , 265  
 observable indicators , 111  
 retrieval-induced forgetting and facilitation , 265  
 studies, self-regulation and use , 111  
 “think alouds” , 111   

  Cognitive evaluation theory , 153, 158  
 autonomy-supportive  vs.  controlling way , 156  
 classroom conditions and student motivational 

processes , 156  
 external events and functions , 156  
 student and classroom conditions , 156   
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 education and intervention programs , 50–51  
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 research , 54–55  
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 and motivation , 602–603  
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 student attitudes and emotional engagement , 66  
 students role , 68–74  
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 educational context impact , 497  
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 SE , 496  
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 structural models , 504  
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  High school reform , 4, 10, 17, 515–535  
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 behavioral learning theory , 518  
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 motivation and engagement , 516–517  
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 types and defi nitions , 11   
  High School Survey of Student Engagement (HSSSE) , 

744, 747, 760, 768–770, 773–775  
 boredom , 752  
 cognitive/intellectual/academic , 750  
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 role , 467  
 and student motivation , 467–468   
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 out-of-school time programs , 333–334  
 perceptions and development , 331  
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 parent involvement , 347–350  
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 individual , 198  

 intrinsic motivation , 521–522  
 mastery performance goals , 522  
 and motivation , 263  
 personal expression and nonacademic 
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 and personal lives , 481  
 project-based learning , 523–524  
 reading , 616, 617  
 and relationships , 597  
 research, emotions , 259–260  
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 high school mathematics instruction , 523  
 reading instruction, high school , 522  
 reading/math wars , 522  

 texts , 603, 615  
 valuing , 198, 626   

  Interest and students’ engagement , 144, 266, 269  
 achievement behavior , 288  
 achievement goals 

 classroom engagement and disaffection , 296  
 classroom peers , 296  
 description , 294  
 mastery and performance goals , 295  
 personal orientations and characteristics , 296  

 complexity , 288  
 defi nitions , 286  
 developmental phases and stages 

 defi nition , 290  
 emerging and well-developed individual 

interest , 290  
 identifi cation and features , 291  
 personal interest , 290  
 progression , 290–291  
 selection and profi les , 291  
 triggered and maintained situational interest , 290  

 dynamics , 296  
 dynamic systems perspective , 287  
 educational domain , 288  
 emotions , 294  
 individual interest , 287  
 learning situation and motivation schemas , 288  
 macrocontext and relations , 297  
 metaphor and ranges , 286  
 microsystem , 296  
 on-task interest , 292–294  
 PISA 2006 , 297–298  
 and processes , 291–292  
 process schemas and task engagement 

 achievement goal orientations , 289  
 assessment , 289  
 mood , 288–289  
 post-task refl ections , 289  
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 proposals , 287–288  
 relationship, person and task , 286  
 role 

 classroom learning , 296  
 component processes , 289  
 experiences , 289  
 interest schema , 289–290  
 signifi cance, positive emotions , 289  

 schema and form , 287  
 self-regulatory function , 287  
 situational interest , 286–287  
 task perceptions , 288   

  Interference models , 264   
  International Center for Leadership in Education 

(ICLE) , 549   
  Intrinsic value demonstration (IVD) , 422, 435, 437  

 adolescents’ perceptions , 428  
 Conditional Positive Regard (CPR) , 428  
 development , 428  
 general attitudes and skills, students , 428  
 identifi cation , 427  
 individual interests , 429  
 lack of IVD , 427–428  
 parents behaviors , 429  
 people behavior , 427  
 prosocial acts and empirical research , 428  
 role and accumulating experience , 429  
 SDT perspective , 428   

  IRT    See  Item response theory (IRT)  
  Item response theory (IRT) , 784, 788, 792, 795, 801, 806    

  J 
  Jingle, Jangle , 3–17    

  K 
  Knowledge construction process , 682, 684  

 application , 689  
 choose , 687  
 connection , 688–689  
 mapping , 688  
 observing/describing , 687–688  
 pedagogy , 687  
 questioning , 688  
 reconciling , 689  
 schooling , 690  
 stages sequence , 687, 688  
 storying , 688  
 validating , 689    

  L 
  Learning power , 247–248, 687, 690   
  Learning power and engagement , 677–678  

 coaching conversation , 686–687  
 Indigenous Australian communities , 684, 685  
 knowledge construction process , 687–690  
 language and place , 685–686  
 pedagogical moments , 685  

 practice , 690–691  
 research , 685  
 work 

 cyberspace , 684  
 description , 683  
 ELLI tool , 684   

  Life course models 
 Euro-American families , 493–494  
 long-term longitudinal studies, USA , 493  
 preschool participation , 494   

  Low-stakes standardized tests , 460–461    

  M 
  MacArthur measures , 775   
  Managerial strategies, enhancement AET , 664–665   
  Mastery goal structure , 185, 186  

 behavioral engagement , 182–183  
 emotional and cognitive engagement , 182  
 perceptions and student infl uences , 182  
 students, learning and understanding , 181–182   

   Me and My School  survey , 709, 714, 722   
  Measurement , 15, 404–405  

 approaches, SEI (   see  Student engagement 
instrument (SEI)) 

 cognitive engagement , 641  
 components, engagement and indicators , 103, 104  
 instruments , 196  
 and interpretation issues , 137  
 uses, engagement models , 105   

  Measuring student engagement , 9–10, 793  
 assessment tools , 707–708  
 defi nition , 709–710  
  Me and My School  scale , 714  
 middle response categories , 714  
 national trial data, analysis 

 fi nal threshold calibrations , 713  
 fi t indicators , 713  
 infi t statistic , 714  
 item calibration, scale , 714, 715  

 New Zealand , 708  
 NZCER , 708  
 perceived engagement, national patterns , 718–722  
 piloting , 712  
 Rasch measurement and  Me and My School  , 710–711  
 scale 

 description , 716–717  
 descriptors , 715–716   

  Mentors , 8   
  MES    See  Motivation and Engagement Survey (MES)  
  Mindsets , 32, 34  

 commonalities , 549–550  
 description , 541  
 educators , 542  
 educators’ beliefs and practices (   see  Educators’ 

beliefs and practices)  engaged, motivated 
students , 543–544  

 motivation , 544–547  
 questions, consideration , 543  
 resilience , 542–543  
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 Mindsets (cont.) 
 resilient children and adolescents , 544  
 student engagement 

 Check & Connect , 548  
 components , 548  
 description , 547–548  
 ICLE , 549  
 subtypes , 548  

 teacher , 542   
  Models, SE , 134, 136  

 dropout prevention theory , 99–100  
 participation-identifi cation , 100–105  
 school reform , 99  
 self-system process , 100   

  Motivation , 150–151, 220  
 academic , 134, 138, 496  
 achievement , 138, 139, 142, 194, 198, 462, 503, 645  
 autonomy 

 people’s perception and experience , 422  
 quality and differentiation , 422  
 SDT , 421  

 and behavioral engagement, characterization , 610, 615  
 beliefs 

 attribution types , 416–417  
 goal orientations , 416  
 self-effi cacy , 416  

 classroom goal structures , 464–465  
 classroom practices 

 devaluing, student , 625  
 effects , 617–624  
 perceived relevance , 617, 625  
 students’ self-effi cacy , 625  
 teacher-student relationships , 625  
 teaching , 617  

 cluster analysis , 588  
 cognitive and metacognitive processing , 644  
 competition and cooperation , 464  
 comprehensive reforms 

 individual school-level reforms , 535  
 research and development , 535  
 SE , 534  

 defi ned , 639  
 development , 136  
 effects, behavioral engagement and reading 

competence , 610–614  
 and effort , 113  
 energy and direction , 441  
 and engagement , 265–266, 445, 785–786  
 extrinsic and intrinsic , 746  
 fl ow concept , 547  
 formative tests and SE 

 assessment links and processes , 466–467  
 SDT , 466  
 self-regulation , 465–466  

 high school students , 497  
 instructional contexts , 408–409  
 intrinsic , 135, 195, 199, 200, 610, 615  
 levels , 594–595, 796  
 and membership , 212  
 performance and mastery goals , 533  

 performance-approach/avoidant goals , 463  
 performance orientation , 463  
 preparatory activities , 533  
 preschool class , 545–546  
 purpose and commitment , 547  
 reading competence 

 behavioral engagement , 616  
 comprehension , 617  
 devaluing , 617  
 self-effi cacy , 616–617  
 students’ interests , 616  

 reform priorities and sequences 
 classroom learning activities , 533  
 learning environment , 533–534  
 student attendance , 533, 534  

 school program , 531–532  
 and school success , 139  
 SDT , 546–547  
 shaping student , 201  
 strategies , 646  
 student and high-stakes tests , 467–468  
 student engagement , 544–545  
 students’ achievement goals , 463  
 summative feedback and goals , 463–464  
 task and ego orientation , 175  
 tenets , 546  
 tests, students 

 cue seekers and conscious , 462  
 curriculum content and evaluation practices , 462  
 expectancy X value theory , 461  

 theorists , 141   
  Motivational dynamics model , 33, 37  

 action and behavioral dimension , 24–25  
 emotional reactions , 25  
 engagement and disaffection 

 cycles , 30–31  
 parents and peers , 30  
 reciprocal feedback effects , 29  
 school contexts , 29  
 self-system processes , 29  
 teachers , 29–30  
 trajectories , 31  

 indicators  vs.  facilitators , 25–26  
 nature, academic work , 28–29  
 parents shape engagement , 28  
 peers shape engagement , 28  
 SDT , 26–27  
 social contexts , 27  
 teachers shape engagement , 27–28   

  Motivation and engagement , 27, 139, 152, 265–266  
 cognition and behavior , 307  
 components , 303  
 contributions , 303  
 description , 303  
 disengagement and engagement , 310  
 frameworks , 304–305  
 measurement tools , 307  
 role , 305–306  
 theories , 304  
 time and space 
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 analysis, sequence × space learning , 309–310  
 sequence × space learning map , 308–309   

  Motivation and Engagement Survey (MES) , 773, 775   
  Motivation and Engagement Wheel , 306, 307   
  Motivation engagement , 14–16   
  Multilevel logistic regression analysis , 120, 121    

  N 
  National Certifi cate in Educational Achievement 

(NCEA) , 592, 594  
 assessment , 450, 451, 453  
 NQF , 444  
 qualifi cation , 450   

  National Education Commission on Time and Learning 
(NECTL) , 654   

  National qualifi cations framework (NQF) , 444   
  National Student Clearinghouse (NSC) , 737, 739   
  NCLB    See  No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB)  
  NECTL    See  National Education Commission on Time 

and Learning (NECTL)  
  Negative activating emotions , 269–270   
  Negative deactivating emotions , 270–271   
  Negative feelings 

 children and adolescents , 426  
 disagree, teachers/parents , 426  
 feelings and opinions , 426  
 opposite views and beliefs , 426   

  Negative social experiences , 388  
 direct and mediated effects , 395  
 emotion , 395–396  
 engagement and academic performance , 396  
 kindergartners , 395  
 literature , 394  
 peer rejection and nominations , 394–395  
 teachers academic engagement , 395   

  Network of partnership schools (NNPS) , 358   
  New Zealand Council for Educational Research 

(NZCER) , 708   
  New Zealand Curriculum (NZC) , 452  

 achievement objectives set , 443  
 defi ned , 442, 444  
 local design and review , 444   

  NNPS    See  Network of partnership schools (NNPS)  
  No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB) , 460, 467, 469   
  NSC    See  National Student Clearinghouse (NSC)  
  NZCER    See  New Zealand Council for Educational 

Research (NZCER)   

  O 
  Offi ce of Research and Evaluation (ORE) , 728   
  On-task interest 

 achievement and classroom behaviors , 293  
 changing reactions , 292  
 inspection, trajectories , 293  
 learning program , 292–293  
 measures , 292  
 medium and low interest groups , 293–294  
 relationship, student and text , 292  

 self-report ratings , 292  
 trajectories , 293   

  Optimal support for Value Examination (OSVE) , 435   
  ORE    See  Offi ce of Research and Evaluation (ORE)  
  Organismic integration theory , 158  

 description , 154  
 external and integrated regulation , 155  
 extrinsic motivation and types , 154  
 identifi ed and integrated regulations , 155  
 societal norms, rules and behaviors, students , 154   

  Out-of-school misbehavior , 208  
 adolescent substance use , 210–211  
 connectedness , 210  
 “normlessness” and “school isolation” , 210  
 school bonding , 209–210   

  Out-of-school time programs 
 BEST program , 334  
 develop youth talents , 334  
 effectiveness , 334  
 extracurricular activities , 333  
 social networking , 334    

  P 
  Parental infl uences 

 administrative support , 335  
 Bronfenbrenner’s ecological systems theory , 334  
 conceptualizing engagement , 318–319  
 contextual infl uences 

 child development , 321–322  
 development, belief systems , 322  
 micro and mesosystem , 322  
 proximal processes , 322  

 diffi culties, public school , 335  
 educational practices , 430  
 engaging students, families, and communities , 336  
 interactions, deep engagement and motivation , 317  
 low-income ethnic minority groups , 320–321  
 measurements , 318  
 motivation , 319–320  
 parental involvement , 328–330  
 perspectives , 317–318  
 pragmatic assistance, teachers , 334–335  
 programs modeling and home-school partnerships , 

331–334  
 relational support , 335  
 research and future directions 

 achievement motivation , 336  
 complex nature, classroom learning , 335  
 deductive approach , 335–336  
 educational socialization practices , 336  
 limitations , 335  

 school reform , 335  
 theoretical approaches 

 benefi ts , 322–323  
 Epstein theory , 323  
 positive academic and motivational outcomes , 322  
 psychosocial development , 323  
 relationships, homes and schools , 323  
 school conditions , 323  
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 Parental infl uences (cont.) 
 underachievement and school disengagement , 

315–317  
 well-being and engagement , 324–328   

  Parental involvement , 74, 116, 407  
 Asian American families , 348–349  
 children’s schooling , 347  
 communication , 348–349  
 culture and student learning , 330  
 “defi cit model” approaches , 330  
 description , 328–329  
 direct effects and motivational model , 347–348  
 effects , 349  
 knowledge framework , 330  
 low-income and middle-class parents’ , 329  
 meta-analysis , 347  
 middle-class peers and working class parents , 329  
 motivational model , 349–350  
 Ogbu’s contribution , 329–330  
 perspectives , 330  
 social networks use , 329  
 tangible and intangible resources , 329   

  Parental structure 
 components , 353  
 maladaptive control beliefs , 353–354  
 rules and expectations , 354  
 SDT , 352   

  Parent autonomy support , 351, 352  
 mother-child dyads , 359  
 pressure , 359–360   

  Parents role , 317, 334, 356  
 adolescent’s “job” , 77  
 and child relationship , 75–76  
 cultural model education , 78  
 cultural socialization , 77–78  
 diversity , 79  
 encourage child’s learning, Asian American , 77  
 ethnic identities, girls , 78–79  
 expectation and school achievement , 75  
 family support and cohesion , 76  
 hierarchical regression analyses , 76  
 identify relationship, teacher and student , 75  
 immigrant , 76–77  
 involvement , 74–75  
 low-income students , 75  
 measure, racial socialization , 78  
 national data analysis , 77  
 students’ engagement and support , 75   

  Parents shape engagement , 28   
  Partial credit model (PCM) , 712, 713, 809   
  Participation-identifi cation model , 7, 194  

 academic engagement , 102  
 affective engagement , 102–103  
 behavioral component , 100  
 cognitive engagement , 102–103  
 components, engagement and indicators , 103, 104  
 developmental cycle , 101  
 measurement issues 

 affective and cognitive engagement , 103  
 antecedents consequences, engagement , 103  

 uses, engagement models , 105  
 motivation and engagement , 105  
 normlessness measures and school isolation , 102  
 social and academic engagement , 102  
 types , 100   

  Participation-identifi cation theory , 133, 134   
  Patterns of Adaptive Learning Survey (PALS) , 176   
  PCM    See  Partial credit model  
  Peers selection and socialization 

 effects , 390  
 extracurricular engagement 

 helping students , 391–392  
 mechanisms , 392  
 motivation , 391  

 friends and relations characteristics, academic 
engagement 

 academic orientation , 390–391  
 adjusted friends improve grade point , 391  
 behaviors and attribution , 391  
 classroom activities , 391  
 opposite effect , 390  

 maintain school engagement , 397–398  
 positive and negative effects , 397  
 support and quality friendships 

 develop positive attitudes , 392  
 effects , 392  
 encourage student engagement , 392  
 and extracurricular involvement , 393  
 social and academic support , 392–393   

  Peers shape engagement , 28   
  Perceived engagement, national patterns 

 class , 719, 720, 722  
 description , 718  
 ethnic group , 719–720  
 listening , 722  
  Me and My School  survey , 722  
 school , 719, 721  
 year level and gender 

 median scale scores , 718, 719  
 scale descriptors comparison , 719   

  Perezhivanie , 680–681, 684   
  Performance goal structure , 186  

 beliefs and behaviors , 183  
 characteristics , 183  
 cognitive and behavioral engagement , 184  
 distinctions , 183  
 emotional engagement , 183–184  
 grades , 183  
 student learning , 183   

  Person-centered approach , 136, 616, 696, 701   
  Positive behavior interventions support (PBIS) , 575–576   
  Process-product paradigm 

 AET , 658, 659  
 BTES , 659–660  
 learning time research , 660–661  
 low engagement , 661  
 outcome research , 658–659  
 teachers’ use , 659   

  Programme for International Student Assessment 
(PISA) 2006 
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 accepted variable structures , 298  
 achievement measure , 297  
 administered science , 297  
 behavior and individual interest , 298  
 coeffi cients and personal value , 298  
 future oriented motivation , 298  
 historical and cultural traditions , 299  
 modeling techniques , 299  
 out-of-school science activities , 298   

  Provided student ID (PSID) , 728   
  PSSM    See  Psychological Sense of School Membership  
  Psychological motivation theory , 134   
  Psychological Sense of School Membership 

(PSSM) , 211   
  Psychological well-being , 323–324   
  Psychometric information , 768  

 HSSSE , 775  
 reliability , 775  
 validity , 775–777   

  Psychometric techniques , 467    

  Q 
  Quality of friendships 

 extracurricular activities , 394  
 lack of close friendships , 394  
 school-based friendships , 393  
 school transitions , 393–394  
 social skills , 393    

  R 
  Race theory , 136   
  Rasch measurement and  Me and My School  

 assumption , 710  
 fi t model , 710–711  
 survey item, scale , 711   

  Rating scale model (RSM) , 809  
 infi t and outfi t , 795  
 item calibration values , 795, 796  
 response model , 795, 797   

  Reading , 603–631  
 achievement , 107, 109, 111  
 and analysis , 593  
 comprehension instruction , 522  
 eighth-grade , 117, 119  
 enjoyment , 595  
 levels , 519  
 and mathematics , 469  
 and mathematics achievement , 212  
 and math lessons , 111  
 mystery novels , 521  
 strategies inventory , 111   

  Reciprocal feedback effects , 29   
  Regression analysis, SE , 122, 123   

  Resilience    See also  Every-day resilience 
 adolescents , 643  
 defi ned , 115  
 and engagement , 116  

 student , 116   
  Resilience theory , 7–8   
  Resource allocation model , 264   
  Responsiveness, school and classroom , 105–106   
  Root mean square error of approximation (RMSEA) , 

298, 299, 791, 794, 799   
  Rosenberg self-esteem scale (RSES) 

 factors , 808  
 structure , 807–808   

  RSES    See  Rosenberg self-esteem scale  
  RSM    See  Rating scale model (RSM)  
  Ryan and Deci’s motivation , 321    

  S 
  School belonging , 568, 596–597  

 high school students , 389  
 increase academic engagement , 389  
 relationships , 388  
 research , 388  
 strengthen , 389–390  
 stronger associations , 389  
 techniques, hierarchical linear 

modeling , 389   
  School identifi cation , 100  

 and academic achievement/attainment , 211–212  
 attitudes and behavior , 199  
 and behavioral engagement 

 belongingness , 208  
 classroom participation , 208  
 “school delinquency” , 208  
 types, misbehavior , 209  

 children , 201  
 classroom community, teachers’ impact , 206–207  
 components 

 belonging and valuing , 195  
 education researchers , 197  
 motivation and behavior , 196  
 personal and practical value , 198–199  
 psychological theories, human needs , 195  
 school community , 196, 197  
 sense of belonging , 195–196  
 student success , 196  

 development 
 behaviors , 200–201  
 and consequences , 200  
 student , 201  

 educators and administrators , 213  
 engagement form , 194–195  
 feeling safe , 202–203  
 mechanisms , 207  
 and out-of-school misbehavior , 209–211  
 positive attitudes , 193  
 teachers’ relationships, students , 205–206  
 treatment 

 African-American students , 203, 204  
 defi ned , 203  
 discipline policies , 204  
 multilevel modeling , 204   
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  Schools culture , 76, 79, 89, 559  
 adults , 749  
 conceptualization , 748  
 experience , 748  
 leaders , 749  
 learning and achievement , 748–749   

  Schools role 
 academic orientations , 80  
 children’s friendships , 79  
 extracurricular activities , 80  
 identifi cation, children , 81  
 individual engagement , 79  
 Latino and White students , 80  
 Mexican American youth , 80–81  
 nature, schools , 81  
 racial and ethnic minority youth , 79  
 same-race/ethnic group peers , 79–80  
 school friendship , 80  
 social networks and possible friendship systems , 81   

  School success profi le (SSP) , 773  
 engagement scales , 776  
 MacArthur measure , 775   

  School-wide and targeted interventions 
 Check & Connect , 576–577  
 PBIS , 575–576   

  SDT    See  Self-determination theory (SDT)  
  SE    See  Student engagement (SE)  
  SEI    See  Student engagement instrument (SEI)  
  Self-determination theory (SDT) , 345  

 autonomy support , 603  
 basic needs theory , 153–154  
 causality orientations theory , 157  
 cognitive evaluation theory , 156  
 differences, conceptualization , 169  
 distinction, motivation and engagement , 151  
 empirical effort , 169  
 and ET , 135, 142  
 features , 546  
 functional claim , 169  
 functions, student engagement 

 concept and functions , 162  
 engagement changes and motivation , 165–166  
 learning and prediction , 162  
 learning environment and engagement 

changes , 165  
 motivation and achievement relation , 163–165  
 positive student outcomes , 162–163  
 student-teacher dialectical framework , 162, 163  
 teachers efforts , 162  

 goal contents theory , 155–156  
 human and social activities , 26–27  
 implications, teachers , 167–169  
 intrinsic motivation , 26  
 motivation , 150–153  
 organismic integration theory , 154–155  
 overarching theoretical framework , 151–152  
 positive motivational development , 26  
 precursors, behavioral and positive engagement , 135  
 produce changes, student motivation , 170  

 relatedness and competence and autonomy , 27  
 reliability, validity, and potential contribution , 169  
 SE , 466  
 and self-refl ection , 466–467  
 and self-regulation , 471  
 self-system processes , 27  
 student engagement 

 autonomous motivation , 161  
 components , 161  
 description , 150  
 learning activities , 161  
 during learning activity , 150, 151  

 student-teacher dialectical framework , 157–161  
 student-teacher relationships , 152  
 teacher role , 152   

  Self-effi cacy , 244, 410  
 Bandura’s theory , 232  
 consequences of , 223–224  
 contextual infl uences 

 description , 230  
 effects, learning environments , 231  
 political factors , 231  
 school transitions and learning , 231  

 cross-cultural research 
 difference, cultures and countries , 231  
 ethnic students’ experiences , 231  
 individualism and collectivism , 231–232  
 social policies and programs , 231  

 description , 222  
 disadvantaged adolescents , 220  
 dropout rate , 219–220  
 engagement , 220  
 high-performing schools , 232  
 identifi cation , 220  
 information sources 

 anxiety and stress , 223  
 description , 222  
 interpretations , 222–223  
 observations , 223  
 outcome expectations and values , 223  

 learning and performing , 220  
 motivation , 220  
 perceived confi dence , 222  
 predictors , 220  
 processes 

 self-regulatory , 222  
 symbolic , 222  
 vicarious , 221–222  

 reciprocal interactions , 221  
 research , 220  
 school dropouts , 219  
 school success , 221  
 and self-evaluations , 224–225  
 social cognitive theory , 220–221, 232  
 and student engagement 

 educational infl uences , 228–229  
 familial infl uences , 225–226  
 learning , 225  
 sociocultural factor , 226–228  
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 students’ skills , 232  
 student success , 232  
 underachievement , 229–230   

  Self-effi cacy theory , 134   
  Self-evaluations , 245, 249–250, 667  

 behavior , 224  
 learning and performance , 224–225  
 positive , 224  
 students , 225   

  Self-perception theory , 199   
  Self-regulated learning (SRL) , 465  

 academic behaviors , 647  
 areas 

 cognitive and metacognitive strategies , 639  
 motivation , 639–640  
 time management strategies , 640  

 behaviors , 244  
 categorization, students , 646–647  
 control and monitoring , 245  
 description , 635  
 evaluation , 647  
 integration and opportunities, research , 647  
 microanalysis 

 aptitude measures , 250  
 attribution and adaptive inference , 251  
 components , 251  
 cyclical event assessment method , 250–251  
 defi nition , 250  
 differences, metric and categorical , 252  
 “event” conceptualization , 250  
 forethought, self-monitoring and evaluation , 251  
 hierarchical regression analysis , 252  
 single-item scales , 251–252  

 performance and impacts , 245–246  
 phases 

 learners , 639  
 monitoring , 637  
 planning , 637  
 reaction/refl ection , 639  
 use and management , 637  

 refl ection processes , 245  
 and SE 

 academic functioning , 645–646  
 behavioral engagement , 642–643  
 cognitive engagement , 641, 644  
 emotional and affective processes , 641–642  
 motivation , 644  
 positive and negative emotions , 642  
 researchers , 641  
 students agency , 645  
 students indicators, academic involvement , 643  
 treatment, constructs , 643  

 self-effi cacy , 244, 644  
 self-evaluative standards , 245  
 strategic attributions , 246  
 students, metalevel knowledge , 646, 647  
 success, research , 648   

  Self-regulated strategy development (SRSD) , 247   
  Self-regulation , 51, 222, 238–240  

 and achievement , 112  
 cognitive functioning , 646  
 and cognitive strategies , 103, 111, 112  
 computerized task , 111  
 defi ned , 616  
 and engagement , 647  
 environment , 648  
 learning , 267, 269, 644  
 metastrategies , 267  
 SDT theories , 471  
 and social and emotional skills , 479  
 strategies , 211, 636   

  Self-regulation and student engagement 
 academic behaviors and functioning , 237  
 cognitive engagement and motivation 

 academic tasks , 239  
 assessment methodology , 240  
 cyclical feedback loop , 239  
 future research , 240  
 impact, social environment , 239  
 learning engagement , 240  
 motivation and behaviors , 239–240  
 school-based academic interventions , 240  
 SRL , 239  

 cyclical feedback loops , 240–243  
 defi nition, student , 238  
 description , 237–238  
 importance and applications, dynamic feedback 

cycle , 243–244  
 learning activities 

 and academic tasks , 240  
 classroom environments , 238  

 research directions 
 changes, students’ regulatory 

processes , 252  
 educators’ knowledge , 253  
 environmental factors , 252–253  
 professional development training , 253  
 psychology programs and report , 253  
 self-effi cacy perceptions , 253  

 school-based professionals , 238  
 SRL engagement and motivation , 244–246  
 SRL microanalysis , 250–252  
 theoretical framework , 238   

  Self-Regulation Empowerment Program (SREP) 
 components , 248–249  
 development , 248  
 evidence-based learning , 248  
 primary instructional mechanism , 249  
 self-evaluation , 249–250  
 self regulation graph , 249  
 tutors guide , 250   

  Self-system model , 136   
  Self-system process model , 100   
  Sequence × space learning map , 308–310   
  Social-behavioral engagement , 268–269   
  Social cognitive theory , 610, 645   
  Social-competence , 197, 324–325   
  Social control theory , 197, 209   
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  Social emotions , 3, 260, 263, 278, 324, 414, 415, 480, 
542, 550, 551   

  Social engagement , 102, 119, 268  
 attendance , 110  
 behavior rules , 109  
 classroom (and antisocial) behavior , 110–111   

  Socio-cultural contexts , 679, 681  
 cognitive and social functioning , 479  
 goals and objectives, education 

 behavioral engagement , 482  
 peers role , 481  
 research, engagement , 481  

 and interactions , 479  
 interpersonal relationships , 482–483  
 models, infl uence , 483–485  
 NICHD child care study , 485  
 schools , 486  
 self-effi cacy 

 habits , 227  
 intrinsic and extrinsic benefi ts , 226–227  
 longer-term goals and self-schemas , 226  
 peers groups , 227  
 personal development , 227  
 stress and anxiety , 228  
 students, lower-income families , 226  
 teachers perspective , 227  
 youth and children, future-oriented 

conceptions , 226  
 social competence, school , 480–481   

  Sociocultural theories , 445   
  SRL    See  Self-regulated learning (SRL)  
  SSP    See  School success profi le (SSP)  
  Stage-environment fi t theory , 141   
  Statistical model , 333  

 contemplating and defi ning engagement 
 behavioral , 784–785  
 cognitive , 785  
 theoretical framework , 784  
 types , 784  

 description , 783–784  
 measurement issues , 786–787  
 measures construction , 787–789  
 motivation and engagement , 785–786  
 rating scale and intended measurement model 

 congeneric measurement model , 790–792  
 description , 790  
 item response theory , 792  

 SEI , 793  
 student engagement , 783   

  Statistical modeling , 500   
  Status and academic risk factors , 123–124  

 conditions, participating schools , 115  
 nationwide American study , 116  
 resilient , 115  
 “role strains” , 116   

  Strategic content learning (SCL) 
 description , 247–248  
 instruction principle , 248  
 performance phase , 248  

 self-refl ection , 248  
 skills , 248   

  Structural equation models , 211   
  Structural strains theory , 496   
  Student’ academic and extracurricular participation , 

108–109  
 conceptual framework , 388  
 defi nition, student engagement , 388  
 high-quality friendships and peer support , 392–393  
 implications, research and school policies , 398  
 maintaining school engagement , 397–398  
 negative social experiences , 394–396  
 peer selection and socialization , 390–392  
 peers relationship , 387–388  
 positive and negative peer effects , 397  
 quality of friendships , 393–394  
 school belonging , 388–390  
 social alienation and dropping out , 396–397   
  Student engagement (SE) , 47, 50–57, 68–74, 

161–163, 183–184, 263–271, 453–455, 
699–700     See also  Academic emotions 

 academic motivation , 107–108, 138  
 achievement and attainment , 106–107, 114–115  
 achievement and competencies , 598  
 affective , 112–113, 121–122  
 analysis 

 odds ratios , 118  
 variables used, HLM , 117, 118  

 behavioral and graduation/dropout , 119, 121  
 categorisation and analysis , 586  
 cognitive , 111–112  
 competency levels , 591–593  
 competent learners study , 586–590  
 complexity , 745  
 context importance , 756–757  
 correlations, variables , 119, 120  
 defi nition , 3  
 description , 133–134, 745  
 discrepancy , 745  
 and disengagement , 123–125  
 dropout prevention , 5–7  
 effects, status and academic risk factors , 115–116  
 enhancement, educational performance , 97  
 enjoyment, school , 591  
 ET and EEVT , 141–145  
 and ethnicity , 136  
 extracurricular activities , 139  
 future directions , 15–16  
 graduation rates, sample , 119  
 high school completion (   see  High school completion) 
 HSSSE (   see  High school survey of student 

engagement (HSSSE)) 
 human development model , 140  
 intervention, components , 7  
 learning and belonging, school , 596–597  
 learning opportunities , 597  
 levels and time frames , 137  
 measurement , 9–10, 117  
 motivational theorists , 141  
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 motivation levels , 594–595  
 multilevel logistic regression analysis , 120, 121  
 neuroscience, brain growth and development , 135  
 participants , 117  
 participation-identifi cation model , 139  
 person-centered approaches , 136  
 policy makers and lay educational pundits , 138  
 post-school study , 595  
 primary research questions , 116–117  
 regression analysis , 122, 123  
 research 

 defi nitions and models , 747  
 schooling, K-12 level , 747  
 student achievement , 748  
 three-component model , 748  

 research, school success , 134  
 resilience theory , 7–9  
 responsiveness, school and classroom , 105–106  
 school achievement , 134  
 school and experience , 595–596  
 school leaving age and highest qualifi cation , 593–594  
 school reform (   see  High school reform) 
 schools culture , 748–749  
 SDT theory , 135  
 SE and learning , 136–137  
 self-reports , 597  
 social characteristics , 590–591  
 student learning , 3  
 student participation , 125–126  
 teacher conversations 

 competent learners research , 454–455  
 learning opportunities , 453  
 most and least enjoyed subjects , 454  
 subject identifi cation , 454  

 trajectories, fi ve , 590, 591  
 whole-class settings , 448–449   

  Student engagement instrument (SEI) , 773  
 administration standardization procedures , 728–729  
 bifactor model , 796–800  
 cross-validation 

 congeneric measurement model , 791, 794  
 factor structure , 794  
 reliabilities and correlations , 794–795  

 evaluation , 793  
 factors , 730–731, 793, 794  
 introductory text , 727–728  
 likert-like scale , 811  
 ORE , 728  
 properties , 808  
 reliability and validity , 793  
 RSM , 795–797   

  Student engagement measurement , 404–405  
 behavioral , 771  
 cognitive , 772  
 compensatory relationships , 806  
 construct defi nition 

 affective, sources , 806  
 cognitive engagement , 807  
 IRT models , 806–807  
 psychological instrument , 807  

 description , 764–765, 805–806  
 developmental difference , 778  
 DIF , 807–810  
 emotional , 771–772  
 ESM , 766  
 interview , 766–767  
 malleability assessment , 778  
 motivation , 765  
 observations , 767–768  
 operationalization , 777–778  
 psychological construct , 805  
 psychometric information , 775–777  
 scholars , 763–764  
 SEI , 810–811  
 self-report measures comparison 

 description , 768  
 instrument names , 768, 769  

 self-report methods 
 survey measurement , 765  
 usage , 765–766  

 subscales, sample items , 768, 770, 771  
 teacher ratings , 766  
 variation, groups , 778–779  
 varieties , 769   

  Student-mediated strategies , 664  
 cognitive engagement , 668–669  
 “countoons” , 669  
 description , 668  
 goal-setting , 670  
 self-management skills , 670  
 self-monitoring methods , 669–670  
 structure and routines , 670   

  Student participation questionnaire , 125–126   
  Student performance , 105, 812  

 attitudes , 499  
 background characteristics , 499  
 behaviors range , 498–499  
 educational , 498   

  Students’ perspectives , 751, 757  
 classrooms and interactions , 373–374  
 formative role , 374  
 positive feelings , 374  
 responsibility , 374  
 teacher control , 374   

  Students role , 181, 586  
 academic effi cacy , 72  
 adolescents’ daily lives , 74  
 African Americans students , 70  
 Asian American students’ , 73  
 assimilation , 70  
 awareness, racism , 72  
 beliefs , 73  
 bicultural effi cacy , 73–74  
 black students , 69  
 color perceive/experience discrimination , 71  
 components, racial identity , 69  
 discrimination scale , 73  
 disengagement, schools , 71–72  
 diversity, ethnic group , 69  
 education and behavioral engagement , 72  
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 Students role (cont.) 
 education value , 72–73  
 elementary school students , 72  
 engagement and achievement , 73  
 gender , 71  
 identity and discrimination , 68–69  
 individuals identities , 74  
 instruments, school and student , 74  
 measurement , 69  
 middle school students , 74  
 minority students , 70  
 pragmatic benefi ts , 73  
 values , 71   

  Student-teacher dialectical framework , 169–170  
 autonomous engagement and synthesis , 157–158  
 autonomy support, student motivation , 159  
 high-quality student engagement , 158  
 learning environment and inner motivational 

resources , 157  
 learning environment, opportunities and hindrances , 

158–159  
 longitudinal research design , 160  
 organismic integration , 158  
 quality, student’s motivation , 158  
 survey , 159  
 teacher’s motivating style and reports , 159   

  Student-teacher relationships , 205–206, 526  
 classroom environment , 578  
 classroom interventions , 577  
 engagement , 578  
 opportunities , 578  
 teaching techniques , 577   

  Support for value examination (SVE) , 436, 437  
 adolescents’ perceptions , 430  
 authentic value , 432  
 direction, values and goals , 430  
 effects, SVE and modern orthodox Jewish youth , 434  
 examination and refl ection process , 430  
 inspection model , 430–432  
 integration, religious values , 434  
 intrinsic/extrinsic values importance , 432  
 limitation , 432  
 OSVE , 435  
 parents’ support , 430  
 promote autonomy and positive effects , 432–433  
 qualitative analysis , 433  
 quantitative study and valid questionnaires , 433  
 religious education , 435  
 revisionist and orthodox , 434–435  
 structural equation modeling and mediation 

analyses , 432  
 women’s role , 433–434  
 youth movement activities , 432   

  Systems consultation 
 Ad Hoc results , 736  
 aggregated results 

 description , 735  
 school and district report , 735–736  

 context 

 data privacy issues and limitations , 727  
 GCPS , 726–727  

 data integration 
 administration standardization procedures , 

728, 729  
 aggregated results , 729–730  
 cognitive and affective engagement , 729  
 IMD and ORE staff , 728  
 introductory text , 728  
 PSID and CLC , 728  

 description , 725  
 limitations , 739–740  
 progress , 739  
 student engagement 

 defi nition , 726  
  vs.  motivation , 726  

 student-focused results 
 advisor-advisee change report , 730, 732  
 advisor-advisee level report , 730, 731  
 data interpretive guide , 734–735  
 datasets , 732–733  
 SPSS , 734  
 standardization , 732  
 TSR and SEI factors , 731–732  

 vision 
 GPA , 739  
 graphical representation , 737–738  
 iterative process , 739  
 NSC data , 737  
 student engagement , 736–737    

  T 
  Teacher and peer support , 409   
  Teacher-made (TM) tests    See  Classroom-based 

(CB) tests  
  Teacher practices, classroom goal structures , 181–183  

 mastery 
 instructional approaches , 185  
 learning environment , 185  
 ‘set of practices’ , 185  
 social relationship , 185  
 support student learning , 185  
 TARGET , 185  
 teaching principles and strategies , 185  

 performance 
 description , 186  
 high and low performance , 186  
 instructional practices , 186  
 paucity information , 186  
 societal messages , 186   

  Teachers’ beliefs , 356–358  
 adult relationships, school , 85  
 advantages, same-race teachers , 83  
 behavioral engagement, minority college students , 82  
 child and cultural norms , 83  
 cultural discontinuity perspective , 83  
 description , 81–82  
 diversity , 82  



839Index

 effect, same-race teachers and student achievement , 
82–83  

 ethnic match, teachers and students , 82  
 expectations and minority students’ engagement , 84  
 family support , 85  
 hypothesis , 83  
 interactions , 84  
 limitation, teacher-student racial match , 82  
 minority teachers , 82  
 students’ perceptions , 85  
 students’ positive feelings , 85  
 student-teacher relationship , 82  
 supporting , 84–85  
 teacher perceptions and expectations , 83–84  
 white teachers and emotional engagement , 82   

  Teachers implication , 444, 455  
 accuracy scores and teachers’ ratings , 168  
 autonomy-supportive motivating style , 167  
 capacity increases , 167  
 classroom engagement , 168  
 high-quality student engagement , 169  
 instructional effort , 168  
 monitoring and enhancing students’ motivation , 167  
 motivation aspects , 167–168   

  Teachers involve parents in schoolwork (TIPS) , 358–359   
  Teachers shape engagement , 27–28   
  Teachers-students relationship , 806, 807  

 adolescents efforts , 371  
 adult mentors and advisors , 527–528  
 appreciation , 206  
 autonomy/competence supports , 370  
 behavior management , 374–375  
 bias, adolescents’ experience evaluation , 371  
 caring , 205  
 changing interactions , 379  
 classroom assessment scoring system , 366  
 classroom organization , 374  
 classroom setting and youth development (   see  

Classroom strategies) 
 concept development , 376  
 conceptualization and measuring , 372  
 consistent expectations , 206  
 disengagement , 371  
 effects, student outcomes , 371  
 emotion 

 climate , 373  
 interactions , 372  

 encouragement modes , 205  
 engagement theory (   see  Classroom Climate) 
 failures , 381  
 feedback , 376–377  
 high school reforms , 526  
 improving interactions , 379–380  
 instructional interaction domain , 375–376  
 interactions and development , 366  
 interdisciplinary teams , 527  
 language and instructional discourse , 377–378  
 learning communities , 526–527  
 measuring interactions , 378–379  

 NRC report , 366  
 productivity , 375  
 programs , 205  
 quality , 105, 625  
 real-world connections , 371  
 relational supports , 369–370  
 research, teacher involvement and caring , 526  
 standardized observation method , 380–381  
 students’ perspectives , 373–374  
 teacher sensitivity , 373  
 theory, classroom , 381  
 understanding engagement and behavioral 

expression , 366–367   
  Themes and exercises 

 description , 550  
 empathy , 554  
 feedback and input , 555  
 observation , 553  
 ownership , 555–556  
 personal control , 553–554  
 student’s social/emotional development , 551  
 teachers and school administrators , 551  
 teachers position , 552  
 workshops , 554–555   

  Tinto model , 494–495, 498   
  TIPS    See  Teachers involve parents in schoolwork 

(TIPS)  
  TLI    See  Tucker-Lewis Index (TLI)  
  Topic emotions , 263   
  Tracking engagement , 34   
  Transactional stress model , 271, 272   
  Tucker-Lewis Index (TLI) , 791   
  Two-component model , 194    

  U 
  Underachievement , 220  

 beliefs and behaviors , 316  
 Bronfenbrenner’s ecological systems 

theory , 316–317  
 description , 315–316  
 discriminatory forces , 230  
 education and socialization , 316  
 effectiveness , 230  
 exit examination , 316  
 family support , 229  
 high-risk dropout populations , 230  
 interventions , 230  
 poor academic performance, students , 230  
 positive educational outcomes , 317  
 poverty , 316  
 role and contributing factors , 229  
 socialization and caste systems , 229–230   

  Understanding student engagement , 380–381  
 abundant evidence , 404  
 antecedent factors and outcomes 

 factors, social environment , 412–413  
 intraclass correlations , 411  
 motivational beliefs , 413  
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 Understanding student engagement (cont.) 
 subscale and full-scale scores, engagements , 

411–412  
 variables, outcomes student , 413–414  

 conceptualization and measurement 
 behavioral and cognitive engagement , 405  
 feelings and learning activities , 405  
 indicators  vs.  facilitators , 404  
 indicators  vs.  outcomes grades , 404  
 metaconstruct and multiple dimensions , 404  
 typology and consequences , 405  
 uniqueness and redundancy , 404–405  

 contextual factors 
 dynamics and relationships , 406  
 ecological system theory , 405–406  
 family and parent support , 407  
 social-relatedness factors , 406–407  
 validation, contextual model , 406  

 description , 403–404  
 instructional and social context 

 affective, behavioral and cognitive 
engagement , 415  

 peers and negative association , 415  
 real-life signifi cances , 415  
 subscales and engagement , 414–415  
 teacher support , 415  

 limitations and directions , 417  
 methods and measures 

 academic performances and conduct , 411  
 affective engagement subscale , 408  
 aggression from peers , 409–410  
 aggressive behaviors , 409  
 attribution, beliefs , 410  
 emotional functioning , 411  
 learning and performance goals , 410  
 motivating instructional contexts , 408–409  
 participants , 408  
 performance avoidance goals , 410  
 procedures , 408  

 self-effi cacy , 410  
 teacher and peer support , 409  

 motivational beliefs 
 attribution types , 416–417  
 goal orientations , 416  
 self-effi cacy , 416  

 personal factors , 407  
 student outcomes , 407    

  V 
  Validity , 775  

 confi rmatory factor analyses , 776  
 engagement measurement , 776  
 engagement scales and constructs , 775–776  
 psychometric information , 777  
 SEM-MacArthur , 777    

  W 
  Wehlage and colleagues’ model , 495   
  Well-being and engagement , 437  

 caring and supportive relationships , 324–325  
 foster adaptive achievement beliefs , 325  
 homework , 325–326  
 parenting styles , 326–327  
 psychological well-being , 323–324  
 relations and psychological , 323–324  
 transmission, educational values , 327–328   

  Wentzel’s model , 483, 484   
  Whole-class settings , 464  

 frequencies, student recognition , 449  
 ‘hands-on’ learning , 449  
 learning conditions , 448   

  Wiley and Harnischfeger’s model , 657    

  Z 
  Zimmerman’s model , 640          
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