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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-efficacy, 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 findings 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,
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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 field 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-
ification. 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, clarification
must be made regarding the number and nature of
its dimensions. Otherwise, a comprehensive but
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elusive metaconstruct may cause more confusion
than understanding. Three concerns regarding
the conceptualization and measurement of this
metaconstruct need to be addressed. The first
relates to the distinction between indicators ver-
sus facilitators of student engagement. Indicators
refer to the features that define student engage-
ment, while facilitators are contextual factors
that influence 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 defined as part of student engage-
ment itself, researchers cannot explore how con-
textual factors, such as teacher support, influence
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
first one. Similarly, outcomes such as grades, dis-
cipline, and number of credits the student has
accrued should not be defined 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 justification 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



19 Understanding Student Engagement with a Contextual Model

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 reflections 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 superficial 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
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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 field of motivation (Ryan & Deci,
2000). To build a metaconstruct on well-defined
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 influenced 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 influenced 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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Fig. 19.1 A contextual model for student engagement

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 significant impact on human
development. To learn about how student engage-
ment develops in an intricate web of mutually
influencing 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 influence students’ personal
motivational beliefs and their engagement in
school. The first 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
findings in motivation and instructional strate-
gies, Lam, Pak, and Ma (2007) have identified

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 significance 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.
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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 influential 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-efficacy (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
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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-efficacy (Bandura,
1977). Students with high self-efficacy 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-efficacy tend to be engaged in
school.

Overview of the Study

The study reported in this chapter is a part of a
multicountry projectinitiated 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 arange 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.
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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 o 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 difficult nor too easy.”),
real-life significance (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
specifically 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 significance 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 S-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 o 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
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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 « 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 ¢ 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 o of
the seven item-scores was .76 for this sample.

Aggression from Peers

This was measured by a scale modified 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 o of the seven item-
scores was .86 for this sample.

Self-Efficacy

This was measured by a 7-item scale adapted
from the self-efficacy scale used by Pintrich and
de Groot (1990). The students indicated the extent
to which they agreed with the statement about
their self-efficacy in learning (e.g., “I can do very
well in this class if T 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 five item-scores to indicate stu-
dents’ self-efficacy. 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 ¢ of the five
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 S-point scale with 1 for strongly disagree
and 5 for strongly agree. The average of the three
item-scores reflected 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 o 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
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items were (1) “It’s important to me that the other
students in my classes think that I am good at my
work,” (2) “T"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 reflected 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 ¢ 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 reflected 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 « 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 influenced 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 o 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 « 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 ¢ 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 justifiable 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
engagement, 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 coefficients 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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Table 19.1 Means of the subscale and full-scale scores of the Motivating Instructional Contexts Inventory (MICI) and

their correlations with student engagement

Affective
Mean (SD) engagement
Challenge 2.80 (.86) 30%*
Curiosity 3.50 (.86) 39%*
Real-life significance 3.29 (.92) A7%*
Autonomy 2.77 (1.02) 35%*
Recognition 3.41 (.96) 32%*
Evaluation 3.11 (.86) A40#*
Full-scale score 3.15(.78) 43

Note: *¥p<.01

Behavioral Cognitive Student
engagement engagement engagement
24 Sk 34k
35k Sk A2
38 35k Ak
25%% 30 36%*
1k 267 35k
34k Sk A2
36%* 36%* AGHE

Table 19.2 Means of the factors in the social-relatedness contexts and their correlations with student engagement

Affective Behavioral Cognitive Student
Mean (SD) engagement engagement engagement engagement
Teacher support 3.80 (.84) A46%* A2%* 32%* A48%*
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%* —27F* —.16%* —27%*
Aggression from peers 1.50 (.72) —.10%* —-.09% -.01 —.08*

Note: *¥p<.01, * p<.05

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 significantly with instruc-
tional contexts. The more the students perceived
that their teachers assigned challenging work,
integrated real-life significance 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 significance 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 significance had the highest predictive
power of student engagement (=.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 coefficients 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 coefficients were
significant 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 five con-
textual variables and found that teacher support
had the highest predictive power of student
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Table 19.3 Means of motivational beliefs and their correlations with student engagement
Affective Behavioral Cognitive Student

Mean (SD) engagement engagement engagement engagement
Self-efficacy 3.83 (.61) A1 S5 A6 S56%*
Learning goals 3.36 (.83) 58%* S52%% 45%% .62%%
Performance approach goals 3.20 (.78) 22%% A7 25%* 26%*
Performance avoidance goals 2.80 (.84) -.06 — 11%* .04 -.05
Effort attribution 37.50 (19.20) 20 A7 140 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%* —.20%:* —.14%* —21%%*

Note: *¥p<.01, *p<.05

engagement (f=.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
finding. Aggression to peers had higher predictive
power of student engagement (8= —.26, p<.001)
than aggression from peers (8= —.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 coefficients between the motiva-
tional beliefs and the subscales and full scale of
student engagement are presented in Table 19.3.
Self-efficacy 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-
efficacy and student engagement, self-efficacy
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-efficacy 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-efficacy, z=6.63, p<.0l. 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 coefficients between the four out-
come variables and the subscales and full scale of
student engagement are presented in Table 19.4.
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Table 19.4 Means of the student outcomes and their correlations with student engagement

Affective Behavioral Cognitive Student
Mean (SD) engagement engagement engagement 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) 6% 18 .07* 6%

Note: **p<.01, *p<.05

As predicted, student engagement was correlated
significantly 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 significant 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 significantly
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-efficacy, 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
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correlations between student engagement and the
subscales of the Motivating Instructional Contexts
Inventory revealed an interesting pattern. Real-
life significance 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 significance
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 (Wigfield & Eccles, 2000).
To increase the value of a task, one strategy is to
incorporate real-life significance 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-
cific to the promotion of real-life significance
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 significantly 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
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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 findings that peer support ranked the
last does not seem to be consistent with the com-
mon belief that peers are influential to adoles-
cents. However, these findings 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 findings 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
findings 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 findings
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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As presented in Table 19.3, self-efficacy 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-efficacy was a mediator in the
relationship between instructional contexts and
student engagement. The instructional contexts
had impact on students’ self-efficacy, which in
turn had impact student engagement. This media-
tion model can be explained by expectancy
x value theory (Wigfield & 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-
efficacy. 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
difficulty level. The results of the mediation analy-
sis showed that the more the teachers adopted these
practices, the more the students would feel effica-
cious. When the students felt more efficacious,
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-efficacy.
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
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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 findings 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-confidence are as motivating as learn-
ing goals. It is only in the condition of low
self-confidence that performance goals will elicit
avoidance and self-handicapping behaviors.
Performance goals with high self-confidence are
similar to performance approach goals, whereas
performance goals with low self-confidence are
similar to performance avoidance goals. It is
understandable that correlational studies, without
controlling the level of self-confidence, will find
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-confidence is low. Educators must be
cautious in promoting performance approach
goals because it may backfire when learning
becomes difficult 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 backfire 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 findings
have significant 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 field 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 field 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
inflation 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
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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 findings 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-efficacy, 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 definitely
enhance our understanding of student engage-
ment and its facilitators.
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